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      Not every dead child is transformed into a star, and not every condemned man is granted a reprieve. But one night, Death bestowed upon me both miracles.

      Only a few days ago, I had returned from the Sky Kingdom after saving Le-Eyo, the African God of Death, from mortality, so perhaps he believed he owed me. And perhaps he did. But at that moment, all my attention was on my recently miscarried son.

      “Bye, Mommy,” Arthur whispered into my ear. “I’ll see you again. I love you.”

      Unable to reply through the thickness in my throat, I watched the spirit of my never-to-be-born son skip away from me. My eyes misted over as I watched him take hold of Death’s hand and fade away into the moonlight.

      “I’ll always be close,” my little son had promised.

      As I gazed upward, I could see a new star twinkling next to the watchful moon.

      “I love you too,” I said. My voice was raw and strained. Of their own accord, my arms folded over my midsection, protecting the life that remained within: my daughter, Emma—Arthur’s twin sister. “Don’t worry, Emma. We’ll see him again. And I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”

      Pausing, I turned to the cottage. “Unless of course you break my teapot or ruin my tea leaves. Then, we will have a problem. But I know you won’t do anything like that.”

      Heavy, wooden wheels clattered along the dirt path leading from the small town of Nairobi to my—our—home. “Simon,” I whispered, hurrying to the back door. As I entered the kitchen, I took a moment to verify everything was as it should be.

      A black, round-bellied, metal stove warmed up the small room. A kettle, its surface battered and darkened over the years, squatted on the stove’s top, a thin stream of steam rising to the ceiling. The scent of burning wood mingled with the perfume of herbs I’d hung from a wooden rafter to dry. The lightly plastered stone walls contrasted with the rough flagstone floor. Copper and iron pots and pans hung in an orderly fashion from hooks over the stone countertop. A vervet monkey bounced along a timber beam overhead. One ghost…

      “Gideon,” I chastised him.

      The ghost of my first husband ignored me as he chased Shelby across the beam. A lock of brown hair floated around his deceptively angelic face. Light brown eyes twinkled with mischief.

      “Gideon, Simon is about to walk in at any moment,” I said, hands on my hips as I glared upward.

      “Oh, drat,” Gideon said in his whispery voice. “That man knows how to ruin everything.”

      “And I don’t want you around,” I added.

      Twirling upright, he placed a hand over his heart, his eyes wide with mock outrage. “Beatrice Knight Timmons, are you telling me to leave my own home?”

      “Yes,” I said, not bothering to argue that the cottage wasn’t his home. As far as Gideon was concerned, where I lived, he lived. It hadn’t been an issue before. Now that I was married again, his presence was at times inconvenient.

      Picking up a lighted storm lantern and wrinkling my nose at the whiff of kerosene, I hurried to the bedroom and stared into the mirror hanging above the washstand. My long, brown hair was in disarray, uncombed since my return from meeting with the Creator in the Sky Kingdom.

      “I’m a mess,” I hissed, tugging my fingers through my hair, trying to smooth it down.

      “He won’t care,” Gideon said as he floated through the door. “That’s one of the benefits of being married to an uncouth, unfashionable, identity-stealing—”

      “Gideon,” I yelled as I reached below the washstand to a shelf upon which were scattered a few toiletries. I picked up my brush and dragged it through my hair in long, sweeping motions. Why had I allowed myself to fall apart so thoroughly these past several days?

      You thought you lost your baby, I reminded myself.

      “But I haven’t,” I affirmed to the thin face in the mirror. “Or at least, I still have one remaining.”

      “Talking to oneself is never a good sign for humans,” Gideon noted. His translucent form sprawled across the washstand, covering its marble surface.

      “Go away,” I warned, shaking my brush at him before tossing it at his head. I yanked my hair back and twirled it into a bun, then dipped my hands into the blue porcelain wash basin and splashed my face. Rubbing the water across my skin, I hoped I could remove the weariness and despair of the past few days just as easily.

      After drying my face, I leaned my hands against the washstand and stared at the reflection before me. Large, light hazel eyes stared back, their color almost yellow. The eerie color, the large hole in my right earlobe and the wolf energy currently inhabiting the metal prosthetic that replaced my left hand: these were all courtesy of a werewolf bite I’d suffered as a child. Apart from these features, there was nothing particularly extraordinary about the pale person in the mirror.

      At least, not on the surface.

      The crunch of small rocks under wheels convinced me my efforts would have to suffice. Wagging a finger at Gideon, I hastened to the front door and placed my hand on the doorknob.

      The wagon wheels rumbled to a stop. The oxen snorted. One of the men spoke to the other, his voice muted. My hand trembled.

      “It’s going to be fine, Bee,” Gideon whispered in my ear, his face appearing right beside mine.

      “Of course it is,” I snapped even as the trembling in my hand increased.

      How much had changed since I’d last seen Simon? I’d lived another life, and he’d sat in a London jail, resigned to his fate. While I’d battled a bride killer, negotiated with gods, stolen from a dragon, discovered I was pregnant, lost a baby and met my son, Simon had faced a hostile judge and jury in a distant land. Almost everyone, including me, had been certain he was already a condemned man. Victorian law was anything but lenient or forgiving.

      As a paranormal identity thief, Simon Timmons could take on the appearance of anyone onto whom his energy tentacles latched. He’d done so on a number of occasions to assist me. The most memorable occurrence involved a possessed automaton named Liam and the spirit of the deceased yet still murderous Mrs. Cricket. In order to save Lilly and me, Simon had drained the spirit’s energy.

      It was a filthy business to be sure but at times necessary. Except the one time when he’d stolen some of his ex-fiancée’s energy to prove a point. The vindictive lady had followed him to the British colony of East Africa and placed charges against him. I’d begged him to escape incarceration and possible execution by adopting a new physical identity.

      He’d refused.

      Staring me down, he’d said that adopting was a euphemism for stealing. To this I’d argued that it was merely a more agreeable word and really, who cared either way? Despite my tearful arguments, he boarded the train that carried him away from me and to his judgment day. Obstinate man.

      And now, here we were, separated by a few planks of painted wood.

      Gideon floated around until he was half embedded in the door. Grinning, he said, “Of course, if you want to leave the energy-sapping, identity-stealing brute outside, I have no objections.”

      Closing my eyes, I breathed deeply. The wagon’s wheels began to roll again, returning the driver to town.

      “Open the door, Beatrice,” Gideon ordered, “and I’ll let you two have a moment of peace. But only one moment, mind you.”

      Giggling, I said, “Thank you, Gids.” Taking a deep breath, I yanked open the door.
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      And there he was: Simon Timmons. Identity thief extraordinaire, scandalous rogue, businessman, husband.

      For a moment, I remained in the doorway, and he stood several paces away. He was surrounded by blue and gray shadows and bathed in moonlight. His strength was visible not just in his frame but in every feature, in his pose, the proud tilt of his head. His hair was unfashionably shaggy, curly locks of dark hair bouncing on his broad shoulders. He hadn’t trimmed his sideburns either.

      My attention drifted to his eyes: gray and fierce, two storm clouds brimming with emotions, most of them dark and dangerous. His unkempt eyebrows scrunched together as he lowered his traveling bag to the ground, his gaze never leaving me.

      Straightening up, he broke the trance with one word: “Beatrice.”

      The word pulsed with love and longing, hope tinged with despair. Space vanished as one or both of us moved. I don’t remember how I traveled from the doorway into his arms but once there, I tightened my grip around his neck, vowing never to let go.

      “Simon,” I whispered repeatedly, my tears choking any other words that might have followed. Or were those his tears?

      There we stood, wrapped around each other, speaking only each other’s name. I was unable to move for fear one of us would vanish, and I would awaken from a vivid dream.

      “This can’t be just a dream,” I whispered as I stroked the bristles on his cheeks and inhaled his musky cologne. “You are here, aren’t you? This is real. Please, let this be real.”

      I felt a hand stroke my hair, tugging it free from the hasty bun in which I’d tied it. “Beatrice,” Simon murmured into my neck. “I’m here. By the gods, I am here.”

      Breathing deeply, he kissed my shoulder, my neck, my forehead. “I’ve dreamed of this moment since the day I left,” he said. “Even when I believed the gallows had my name on them, I still dreamed of being with you.”

      Pulling back slightly, I stared into a face I’d thought was lost to me. “Never again,” I said. “Never leave me again.”

      Swallowing hard, Simon nodded and gave me his promise not in words but in a kiss and then another, each more demanding than the previous. Not bothering to collect his bag, Simon scooped me up and carried me into the cottage.

      Fortunately for all of us, Gideon extended his one moment of peace so that it lasted the rest of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Something was different.

      In my world, different wasn’t desirable. It often involved some creature sneaking in through an open window with toothy jaws open, or giant insects or one-eyed crocodiles or an army of skeletons descending on my home.

      As I lay in bed, my eyes adjusted to the dawn light shimmering through the thin curtains. Yellow weaver birds raucously announced sunrise from the thorn tree near the window. The scent of damp earth and fresh grass mingled with another, heavier perfume, one that could only come from a man.

      Gasping, I rolled out of bed, mentally preparing to snatch up my walking stick and pummel whoever was in my room. Before I could complete the roll, two thick arms coiled around me and tugged me against a firm, warm chest.

      “Good morning,” Simon’s voice rumbled in my ear.

      “Oh, it’s you,” I breathed out. “Thank heavens.”

      Snorting, he rubbed his bristly chin against my neck. “Were you expecting someone else?”

      “Well, now that you mention it…” I teased.

      “You are truly a witch,” he said.

      Stretching my arms to encourage energy flow, I turned and wrapped them around his neck. “I’ve missed your compliments,” I said.

      “Is that all you missed?”

      Coughing a couple times, I scolded, “Don’t be rude.”

      Arms around each other, we lay in silence, enjoying the presence of each other. Of course, such peaceful contentedness could never last; Shelby bounded in the room, screeching as she pounced on Simon’s face and smacked his ears with her little, furry fists.

      “She missed you, too,” I said.

      “Clearly,” he said, his voice muffled by the fur.

      Having a young vervet monkey was a guarantee we would be awake and up before the sun had extended itself beyond the horizon. The only thing that made this bearable, apart from Shelby’s cuteness—her means of survival—was the kettle steaming on the wood stove.

      “Thank heavens for Jonas,” I said as I brought out my mother’s metal teapot from the kitchen cupboard and stroked its engraved surface. Leaning against the counter, I waited for the water to come to a boil. I then prepared a pot of tea for two and peeled a banana. “You know, Shelby, you are actually old enough to do this yourself.”

      The monkey’s lips lifted, exposing her teeth and gums as she squawked at me.

      “Are you really suggesting she prepare her own breakfast?” Simon asked as he slumped into a chair. The wood creaked under his weight.

      “Not at all,” I said, joining him at the table. “I’m hoping she can one day prepare the tea and carry it into our room.”

      “Ah, yes. That makes more sense.”

      A few moments passed. I watched Simon study the kitchen as if he was familiarizing himself with his home. Satisfied, he turned to me.

      Before he could speak, I blurted out, “I believe I’m as addicted to you as I am to tea.”

      His bushy eyebrows rose. “That’s astonishing.”

      “Truly.”

      Smiling, he lifted his cup to his lips. “Why, Mrs. Timmons, you’re a romantic.”

      “I’ve been accused of many things but not that.”

      “My apologies,” he said.

      Another moment of comfortable silence passed between us in which the only sounds were the crackle of wood in the round belly of the stove, the birdsongs outside, and Shelby’s satisfied grunts as she devoured the banana. My hands lowered to my waist.

      How does one share life-changing news? I pondered. Clearing my throat, I instead said, “Your first day home. What are your plans for the day?”

      He waggled his eyebrows and smirked suggestively.

      “Of course,” I said, laughing.

      Growing serious, he said, “Well, at some point, I should attempt to resume my business, if my partners will allow me.”

      I waved a hand to dismiss his concerns. “People have a remarkable ability to forgive and forget past transgressions, especially when future profits are at stake,” I reassured him.

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Of course I am,” I said, pulling my hair back into a bun. “After all, Nairobi still needs to import goods and construction items.”

      “Indeed it does,” he acknowledged, staring into his tea. “Let’s just hope the bureaucrats don’t ruin it by trying to overly impose law and order. This place does well with a bit of mayhem and bedlam.”

      I decided not to tell him about the five-man anti-chaos committee recently created for that very reason. He’d learn soon enough. But it shouldn’t impact his import business beyond having to pay an extra tax or two.

      “The most peculiar thing occurred,” Simon finally said, watching my reaction. “The letter… You remember the letter?”

      I snorted and set my cup down. “You mean the one you wrote to your former fiancée, in which you admitted to an ability to absorb people’s identities and thus condemned yourself?”

      He nodded. “That very one.”

      “How could I forget?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “It’s the reason she was able to have you imprisoned. One must never admit to anything of that nature, and certainly not on paper.”

      “Well,” Simon said, a finger stroking the rim of his cup, “the letter ceased to exist.”

      “Really?” I maintained a neutral expression on my face even as I silently thanked Death yet again. “This is indeed peculiar. I suppose, due to its nonexistence, the court had no option but to dismiss the case.”

      “You suppose correctly, Mrs. Timmons.”

      “How fortunate for us all.”

      “Hmm,” he said, scratching a sideburn and narrowing his eyes at me. “Stranger still was the means by which I found myself on the train from Mombasa Port to Nairobi.”

      Pausing, he leaned back on the chair and patted the table’s surface a couple of times. “Upon being released from prison, I spent the night at my lawyer’s London home. I fell asleep in his spare room and awoke on the train just as it approached Nairobi. What do you think of that?”

      “I should think you have a very clever lawyer, and he should be congratulated,” I replied, standing up with the empty teapot in hand. “Shall I prepare more tea?”

      Simon chuckled. “What have you been up to in my absence, my dear?”

      I pondered the activities of the last two months: receiving witch lessons from a she-demon; hunting down the Wedding Killer only to be captured by him; discovering the life-death cycle was no longer functioning; hosting Death, a zombie and a deceased elephant in my home; traveling up a spider’s silken rope to the Sky Kingdom; negotiating with the Creator for the reinstatement of Death on his Underworld throne; battling an ancient, diamond-hoarding dragon; and losing one child only to discover I still had another.

      “Not much, really,” I said and forced a smile, the skeletal fingers of my metal left hand tapping against the engraved side of the metal teapot. Should I just blurt out the truth? Would he choke in shock? “Just the normal goings-on one would expect in an East African colonial town.”

      Groaning, Simon shook his head and said, “That’s what I figured.”

      Sighing, he closed his eyes. It was only then I noticed the lines around his eyes were more prominent than before his imprisonment. His bushy sideburns and unkempt hair had streaks of gray that were new. As he clenched his hands together, the veins stood out.

      My eyes stung, and I had to focus on breathing for a moment. Placing the teapot on the table, I pulled one of the chairs closer to him, the wooden legs scraping against the stone tiles. As I sat down, I covered his hands with mine and lay my head on his shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry for everything,” I whispered. “What you must have endured over there…” My voice trailed into silence.

      He pulled me closer, his arm tightly around my shoulders. In this safest of spaces, I said in a quiet voice, “There is something I must tell you.” As he tensed, I added, “It’s wonderful news, the best of all.”

      He stared down at me, his gray eyes like twin storms that had spent their energy. They reminded me of Arthur, our little star. Would Emma have her father’s beautiful, wild eyes? Or would she have my golden-yellow werewolf eyes?

      “And what is this wonderful news?” he asked, his lips lifting.

      Placing my hands on either side of his face, I leaned even closer until our breaths mingled. I imagined how his mouth would smile and his eyes would dance once he knew the impossible had occurred. I’d believed I was incapable of ever being with child, and now…

      As if imparting a secret, I whispered, “We have a daughter.”

      His expression froze in between a half-smile and confusion. “Daughter?” he repeated. He stared into my eyes, and I watched as realization crept over him. Grasping my hands and pulling them against his chest, he asked in a breathy voice, “You’re… We’re… A daughter. Is it true?”

      I nodded and smiled, perhaps even shed a tear, as he whooped and enveloped me in an embrace. Even though it was far too early in the morning for such energetic vocals, I laughed as he yelled, “We’re having a baby!”
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      It starts as it always does: the last few moments of my parents’ life before they are murdered.

      We’re in the carriage. A scent drifts around me, 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.”

      Wake up.

      The wet dog stench intensifies.

      I lean toward the narrow opening in the carriage wall through which I can see the driver sitting on the bench. The man’s head angles slightly to one side so that I can see his face in profile. He smiles, and I know we will die that night.

      Wake up.

      “No! Get out,” I yell, lunging for the door, my little fingers scratching at the leather interiors.

      Over the clattering of wheels, I can hear another set of hooves galloping behind us.

      I peer out the back window and see a large, hairy man atop a horse that breathes out fire. He smells of wet dog and a hint of the wild.

      Before I can react, the carriage jerks to one side, veering off the road. Wooden rails splinter. Screams fill the carriage. The lake begins to seep through the windows.

      Beatrice. Wake up.

      “The door’s jammed,” someone shouts.

      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.

      I wake up.

      

      “Beatrice, wake up. It’s just a dream,” Simon said, shaking me, unaware I was already awake.

      Struggling into a sitting position and clutching my blanket to my heaving chest, I stared around the dark bedroom. A smidgen of light from the star-encrusted sky leaked through the thin curtains. We’d only been asleep a couple of hours.

      “It wasn’t a dream,” I said, pushing back long, straight strands of hair from my damp face. “It happened. He murdered them. Prof. Runal…” My words faded as I gasped for breath.

      Simon elbowed himself upright and rubbed a hand over his face; I could hear the bristles of his unshaven chin scratching against his skin. “You’re still having flashbacks then?”

      I nodded, my right hand rubbing the stump where my left hand should have been. Why didn’t I have nightmares about that day when Koki cut off my hand? Or when a skeleton army led by a resurrected poet-warrior attacked our home?

      Simon cleared his throat and laid a hand on my forearm. “Maybe you should stop training with Koki.”

      Jerking away, I glared at him and regretted having told him about my classes. His face was lost in shadows but my werewolf vision was able to discern the strain in his expression.

      Before I could consider a suitable response, he added, “I know you want to develop your witch powers, and you have the capacity to be as great a witch as your mother. But at what cost? And we don’t know the impact it might have on the… on our baby either.”

      That last statement froze me.

      As if sensing my weakening resolve, he leaned closer. “If just the meditation exercises do this to you, imagine when you start practicing spells.”

      Gulping, I shifted closer to him, pressing against his side. His energy enveloped me with strength and warmth. As I inhaled his musky scent, the tension in my shoulders loosened.

      “I thought I’d never see you again.” His gruff voice filled in the silence. “When I left here, I believed it was a one-way ticket either to prison or the noose.”

      What if my witch training with Koki harmed Emma? My right hand drifted down to cover the little bump that was my daughter.

      “Being released…” Simon paused to clear his throat. “Being released, knowing I was finally a free man without any need to fear retribution from the past, was the second-best gift I could ever receive.”

      His hands enveloped mine. “Coming home to you, knowing we would be together again, was the best gift.” He pressed his forehead against mine. “Well, until this morning when I found out about Emma, and now…” Chuckling, he squeezed my hand. “I don’t want to lose either of you, not again.”

      In the silence, the secret of our son lurked over me. I couldn’t keep that hidden from him any longer. He deserved the truth.

      “There’s something else I need to tell you,” I said. “And show you.”

      Ignoring his questions, I tugged on my housecoat and scooped up a blanket. Together, we padded through the cottage and outside. The air was still and cool. As we strolled through the grass, insects paused in their buzzing and trilling, only to resume with greater vigor as we passed. The chorus of frogs floated up from the river. A hyena cackled in the distance, answered by another close by. Bats flitted across the sky, little shadows against the twinkling lights. The brightness of the stars cast a pale silver-blue sheen over the ground. A sliver of moon floated near the horizon.

      I laid out the blanket and sat upon one edge. Once Simon joined me, he pulled the rest of the blanket around our shoulders.

      “Do you see that star?” I asked, pointing to a spot next to the moon. I waited until Simon nodded, his gaze fixed on that celestial body. “That star…” I had to take a deep breath, praying my voice wouldn’t wobble. “It’s our son, Emma’s twin brother. His name is Arthur.”

      Simon swallowed hard once, twice, before he could whisper, “Tell me what happened while I was away.”

      So I did. I told him everything, including all the situations and misadventures I’d promised never to mention. And after explaining about Death and the dragon and saving the world, I described our son, our perfect, beautiful Arthur.

      Only when I stopped talking and silence covered us like that blanket, he turned to me, his eyes dark, his bushy eyebrows pulled together in a frown. Mentally I prepared myself for the lecture he would surely give me about my safety. I could already imagine his stern voice as he warned me against taking unacceptable risks.

      Instead, he placed his head on my shoulder and cried.
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      I knew I was in trouble—again—when late that afternoon, a man dashed into the Cozy Tea Shoppe, blurted out, “No chai,” and dropped dead on top of a box of tea leaves.

      “What do you make of it?” I demanded, waving at the corpse and the mess he’d created.

      I didn’t expect a serious or helpful response, and in that I wasn’t disappointed. Gideon, the ghost of my first husband, shrugged his slim, translucent shoulders and said in his whispery voice, “Your premises seem to be a corpse magnet. It’s positively indecent.”

      Yao the Adze grinned. The African vampire had flown into the shop in his firefly form but was now lounging about the shop in his human form. Given his disinterest in wearing anything more than a leather skirt, there was far too much of him on display than was appropriate. Fortunately for Victorian sensibilities, all the customers had departed for the day.

      “Can Yao take a sip while the body’s still warm?” Yao asked. His long, sharp canines were bright against his dark face, and his eyes glittered in anticipation.

      “And speaking of indecent,” Gideon said, smirking.

      “You most certainly cannot, Yao,” I said as I stared across the Cozy Tea Shoppe to the man lying dead near the front door.

      Sulking, Yao slumped into a chair and leaned his elbows against the small, round table before him.

      Gideon chuckled at the vampire’s grumpy demeanor and remarked, “At least there are no customers as witnesses.”

      “Indeed,” I said. “Although you’d be amazed what customers will tolerate for a decent cup of tea. At any rate, that’s not what concerns me.”

      Leaning against the counter at the back of the store, I tapped the metal fingers of my left hand on the rose-colored, marble countertop. The clicking of metal against stone punctuated my words.

      “A corpse among the teapots isn’t a cause for alarm. However, it’s an altogether different story when someone dies atop a case of tea leaves.” I gestured with my right hand to the broken bits of packaging material and loose tea leaves strewn around the dead man. “One can always wash the chinaware of any bodily fluids that might have spilled, but one can’t very well do the same with tea leaves. What a tragic waste.”

      Gideon nodded, pretending to ponder the dilemma even as his charming features brightened at the prospect of mischief, his light brown eyes twinkling. “Some people are terribly inconsiderate. Why couldn’t he die outside your store?”

      Yao and Gideon shared a laugh at my expense. “It’s not as if this is the first time, Beatrice,” Gideon added.

      Springing up, Yao said, “Yes, Miss Knight, you must be very used to dead people now.”

      “Considering the company I keep, indeed I should,” I said, glaring at the dead man atop my recent delivery of tea. “The last time a corpse appeared here—and right where you’re sitting, Yao—I became a prime suspect in her murder.”

      “You do have a habit of collecting bodies,” Gideon pointed out as he floated above the man.

      Throwing up my arms, I argued, “It’s not like I’m exerting any effort to do so.”

      “And that makes it all the more remarkable,” Gideon said.

      Scowling at him, I strode past the empty tables, my riding boots clicking against the wooden floor. I hadn’t bothered changing into shoes, nor did I plan on doing so. Let the ladies of high society stare at my unladylike footwear, I thought.

      “What a waste,” Yao said, his full lips pouting as he stepped to my side, his arm brushing against mine. He was absolutely ignorant of the need of civilized people for personal space.

      It was just my luck that African vampires have no fear of the sun and can therefore plague their friends both day and night. This particular specimen had attached himself to my household with irritating tenacity. It was easier to rid one’s home of bedbugs than the likes of Yao.

      I glanced at him. He was an impressive figure, his muscular chest and arms…

      “Enough,” I reprimanded myself.

      “It’s not really your fault, Miss Knight,” Yao said, his silky voice soothing, his countenance the epitome of sincerity and eagerness to please.

      “Of course it isn’t,” I snapped, using my irritation to push back at the Charm that naturally flowed from the vampire.

      “And it’s not ours either,” Gideon chastised me, his brown hair waving about as he floated beside Yao.

      Ignoring the offended expressions of the two masters of mischief, I glanced out one of the front windows. Dusk came early in the colonial town of Nairobi. East African days started between six and seven every morning, and ended precisely twelve hours later, all year round. It was the only thing that was on time.

      As I watched the dirt road, shadows oozed across my view. The few people outside hastened to finish their business and retreat to their abodes. A solitary ox snorted as the driver urged it onward, the empty, two-wheeled wagon rolling behind it. Soon, Victoria Street and the small alleys of Nairobi would be the domain of lions and hyenas.

      But even the normal people residing here sensed that those animals weren’t the most dangerous predators lurking in the dark. One of those predators was in my shop, eyeing the dead man with undisguised hunger.

      “Are you sure?” Yao whined.

      “Don’t touch,” I ordered as I locked the front door, flipped the Closed sign to face the world and pulled curtains across the display windows. It wouldn’t do to have any passersby see the dead customer.

      Turning around, I ignored the body, the ghost and the vampire. Taking a deep breath, I allowed myself to savor the rose-colored theme of my shop, the various perfumes from the assortment of teas, and the shelves of teapots displaying a diversity of shapes, sizes and colors. The small tables were covered with flowery cloth; normally there would be tea sets laid out with treats and a steaming pot of that most delectable of all beverages: tea.

      “What does ‘chai’ mean?” I mused.

      “It’s Swahili for tea,” Yao said, his toothy grin back in place.

      “A man runs into a tea store and shouts, ‘No tea’?” Gideon scoffed.

      “It does seem peculiar,” I said. Then again, in my previous line of business as a paranormal investigator, ‘peculiar’ was normal.

      Bending over, I peered at the unfortunate man and observed the fine cut of his old fashioned suit and the reasonable quality of the fabric. “At least his was a clean death. You know I can’t abide a messy corpse. It makes for a horrid funeral experience. And he died in suitable attire. I approve. I wonder what killed him. Poison?”

      Kneeling beside the body, I tried to ignore the broken box and the tea leaves crunching beneath me. The fragrance of jasmine and green tea wafted over me, reminding me of my loss. “What a waste,” I said, sighing.

      “Yes, it is,” Yao sighed as he loomed behind me. “Maybe he was protesting against your shop.” The vampire’s eyes widened as he gazed at the shelves of tea sets.

      “I’m sure that’s it,” Gideon said, nodding sagaciously.

      “Really?” Yao asked, clapping his hands at having solved the mystery.

      “Of course,” Gideon drawled as he lay across a shelf of accessories. “Yet somehow, I can’t imagine anyone willing to die because he didn’t particularly like tea.”

      “Oh, Yao can imagine,” Yao said, bouncing on his bare feet. “White people do strange things all the time.”

      Ignoring their banter, I shifted the body and peered at the face, the sallow skin and thin features. Glazed blue eyes stared back. Judging by the attire, I surmised the man was a recent arrival from abroad, most likely England. Only such people would insist on wearing a starched and collared dress shirt under a wool jacket in the near-tropical weather.

      “No sign of violence or trauma,” I noted. “Apart from an outdated taste in fashion which is hardly a cause for dying.”

      “Shouldn’t you send for the constables?” Gideon asked, sinking through the shelves until he was on the floor.

      “Yao will go,” Yao said, waving one hand above his head. “Pick me.”

      “Put your arm down,” I ordered as I peered at the dead man’s neck. No pulse and no bite marks. “If you recall, our new constable is in jail for murder. And as it’s now past sunset, Chief Constable Dougal is most likely too inebriated to be of much use.”

      “So you’re just going to leave it here?” Gideon asked, waving vaguely at the body.

      “I don’t see why not,” I said, frowning. “Does he look familiar to you?”

      Gideon floated over and peered down at the man. “Doesn’t he work at the new Customs office?”

      “Of course,” I said. “Mr. Bilco, I believe. I heard one of the shop owners complaining about his zero tolerance for anything that hints of corruption.”

      “Such a waste,” Yao said, his words breathed out on a sigh, his longing gaze returning to the man.

      “Be that as it may,” I said, standing up and brushing tea leaves off my skirt, “we’re leaving it here until the morning when Dougal will be reasonably sober. And Yao, you are not to shift into your firefly form and sneak back inside for a snack. Is that clear?”

      So saying, I returned to the counter at the back of the store and collected my leather trench coat and my fully loaded walking stick. While I wasn’t infirm or elderly—being in my mid-twenties and of sound body and reasonably sound mind—I never left home without that stick. It was an oxide green, metal contraption containing a saber, blowgun, lock picks, blades and a few other items hidden inside. Such tools were handy when confronted with an inconveniently locked door or unsavory beasts of various forms and species.

      “Nasty, wasteful woman,” Yao muttered, his beautiful lips pushed out in a sulk.

      “Today is Wanjiru’s day off. Will you be seeing her this evening?” I continued, knowing the name of his beloved would distract the vampire.

      His face immediately brightened with a wide smile. “Yes, yes, Wanjiru. The moon in Yao’s night, the perfume of—”

      “And more, I’m sure,” I interrupted the beginning of what was sure to be a horrid poem. Vampires have many talents; creating original poetry isn’t one of them. “Please let her know about the body, and to keep the shop closed until I arrive.”

      “Wanjiru,” Yao mused, his eyes fixed on some point above my head. “Delightful, beautiful…”

      Scoffing, Gideon grimaced at his friend. “No worries, Bee. I’ll make sure the dolt remembers to tell her.”

      With that reassurance, I kicked the two scoundrels out of the shop and headed home.
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      “Another body? And you only thought to tell me now?” Simon shook his head, crossed his arms over his wide chest and half smiled, half frowned.

      “May I remind you that I was rather distracted last night,” I said, pretending to glare at him while giggling.

      Tossing his feet onto the coffee table in our sitting room, he grinned. “You’re welcome.” He scratched his chin. “Shockingly, I must agree with Gideon. You are a magnet for corpses.”

      “And trouble,” I said as I prepared to depart. “Don’t forget that.”

      Smirking, Simon pulled me onto his lap. “Of that, there is no doubt.” He buried his face into my neck, scratching me with his whiskers.

      “You haven’t shaved, and it’s far too early in the morning for such shenanigans,” I protested, giggling.

      “Hardly, my dear,” he murmured just as someone rapped upon our front door.

      Groaning, I debated ignoring the visitor, until Lilly called out, “Beatrice, I know you’re there. You must come out at once.”

      “Has someone died or been killed?” I demanded.

      “Goodness, Beatrice,” my cousin retorted. “It’s far too early for murder, surely.”

      Ignoring her illogical assumption, I continued, “Is someone suffering from a zombie parasite infection or about to be eaten by a paranormal beastie?”

      Sighing loudly enough to be audible through the door, Lilly said, “No. No zombies or anything of the sort.”

      Simon started nibbling on my earlobe. Doing my utmost to ignore the distraction, I asked, “Is someone in dire need of tea?”

      “Yes,” she blurted out. “In a manner of speaking. Oh, do open this door at once, Bee. It is urgent, I swear.”

      Heaving my own dramatic sigh, I extracted myself from Simon’s arms.

      “If this involves running after demonic creatures, negotiating with gods, climbing the silk of a giant spider, battling dragons, visiting the Underworld,” Simon warned, using the index finger of one hand to tick a finger for each item, “or any other possible adventure that would put you, our baby or any of your body parts in danger, mortal or otherwise, I forbid you to go.”

      “Mmm hmmm,” I said as I strolled to the door. “I’ll be sure to take that into consideration.”

      “I’m serious, Mrs. Timmons,” Simon growled, standing up and glaring. “We have even more reason to keep you alive and in one piece now.”

      Shaking my head, I yanked open the door. “I’m being lectured about looking after myself,” I informed Lilly.

      Lilly rolled her eyes, smirked and said, “He’s wasting his time.” As she tugged me outside, she leaned around me and shouted, “Not to worry, Mr. Timmons. The most fearful creature she’ll have to face is Cilla’s Great Aunt Sybil White.”

      On that ominous note, she closed the door and stared at me, her sky-blue eyes wide and imploring, her small mouth quivering. While someone might generously describe me as pretty, Lilly was lovely with little effort. She had beautiful dark curls that were draped artistically around her shoulders. Most importantly, she was always fashionably attired. It was a marvel that we had grown up together yet her stylish ways hadn’t exerted too much of an influence over my own wardrobe.

      “What’s this about a great aunt?” I demanded, refusing to follow Lilly to the main Hardinge house until she explained herself. “I’ve never heard of her before.”

      “Indeed, none of us had until the woman arrived last night, unannounced,” Lilly explained, tossing a perfectly coiffed curl over her shoulder. “Now that I’ve met her, I comprehend why poor Cilla made no mention of her. She’s a horror, Beatrice, a terror of a woman. She claims to be here for the wedding, but I believe she harbors more sinister plans. Why else would she be here so soon? Goodness, family can be so inconsiderate.”

      Glancing over Lilly’s shoulder, I stared at the Hardinge house, a two-story stone structure that was by Nairobi standards a grand affair. To one side was a private croquet court in a corner of the garden, its grass as smooth as a carpet, metal hoops already stuck into the ground. A family of small antelope was nibbling at the longer grass on the edges of the small court.

      A flicker of yellow movement caught my eye. I shifted my attention to the nearby thorn tree from which hung countless nests of a weaver bird colony. Their raucous calls filled in the silence.

      “Are you listening, Bee?” Lilly asked, waving a slim hand in front of my face.

      “Terrifying relative, blah blah blah,” I muttered.

      Lilly reached out and slapped my arm. “Beatrice, you have no idea what she’s doing in that house. Lady Hardinge has retreated to her room and locked the door while Lord Hardinge and Tiberius have exited the building on the pretense of hunting lions.” Pausing, she grinned. “They’ve convinced Lady Sybil that man-eating lions have infested the area, and she must stay in the house for her own safety.”

      “That’s all very well for my brother and Lord Hardinge,” I said, “but certainly it must leave the women in a vulnerable position of having to entertain this unwanted guest.”

      “Precisely,” Lilly said and tugged at my arm. “And that’s why you must join us at once, to share the burden.”

      “If there isn’t a pot of tea involved, I have little interest and even less motivation to attend,” I informed my cousin.

      Snorting, Lilly said, “I’m sure there will be tea available. She is insisting to meet with all the women of the household.”

      As I allowed Lilly to escort me to the main house, I realized something was missing. “Where’s Grace?”

      Scowling, Lilly said, “Lady Sybil insisted Grace be left in the nursery during our meeting. She said it’s not appropriate for a baby to attend a tea party.”

      “She truly does sound horrid,” I said, gawking at Lilly. “With whom does she think she’s visiting? Normal people?”

      “Exactly my point,” Lilly enthused. “The woman’s a monster.”

      On that defamatory note, we hastened to meet Lady Sybil White.
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      My first impression of Lady Sybil White certainly didn’t scream monster. Then again, that is the way of a true monster: to make itself appear as meek as an edible herbivore until it is close enough to devour you.

      Her hair was solidly gray and suffering from a heavy application of a curler, after which she'd pulled the tresses back and pinned them into submission. A network of fine lines covered her skin, none of which were deep enough to suggest she had ever allowed a display of excessive emotion. Her chin sagged into her neck yet her jaw retained a firmness that allowed no argument. A long nose ended in wide, flaring nostrils, and her eyes, although a watery blue-gray, nonetheless retained a sharp intelligence and alertness. Back straight, she peered at us as we approached the outside patio table.

      “You didn’t tell me this was a formal occasion,” I hissed at Lilly. Indeed, Lady Sybil was attired as if for a ballroom party, not a quick chat over tea. Her long-sleeved, white dress swept the floor. The high, lacy collar emphasized the stiffness of her neck. A small hat with a big feather perched on top of her head.

      “It’s ghastly, isn’t it?” Lilly replied, unperturbed by my distress. “It’s at least a decade out of style. I mean, who wears such clothes for morning tea?”

      “Apparently, she does,” I said, brushing the creases out of my rather plain skirt.

      Scoffing, Lilly waved a hand dismissively at me. “She’ll soon realize we aren’t in London anymore.” Then abruptly, she smiled demurely as we reached the covered patio. Our shoes clicked against the stone slabs as we approached a round, white, metal table upon which was displayed a delightful assortment of treats surrounding a tea set. My stomach gurgled, and I blushed as Lady Sybil raised one eyebrow.

      Curtseying, Lilly said, “Good morning, Lady Sybil.”

      I followed my cousin’s example, mumbling a polite welcome. Lady Sybil remained seated and stared at us, taking her time to study our appearance. The scent of tea and chocolate cake wafted around me, and my stomach churned at the prospect of indulging.

      “Well,” Lady Sybil spoke at last and clasped her hands before her, “you might as well sit if you’re going to join me for tea. And as that’s the point of the matter, sit.”

      Glancing at each other, Lilly and I obeyed.

      “Parson,” Lady Sybil said, raising her voice and her chin.

      A man of medium height, thin hair and sallow complexion appeared from inside the house and hastened to his employer’s side. I would best describe the man as stodgy and dour. Just as Lady Sybil had done, Parson studied us with judgmental eyes and a slight sneer on his thin, pale lips.

      “Yes, ma’am?” he asked, bowing to her.

      “Call Lady Hardinge and Miss White at once,” she said as she straightened the cutlery around her plate. “Our tea is getting cold, and you know how I cannot abide cold tea. It is an appalling waste of a good beverage. Some colonials might take delight in consuming iced tea, but such uncivilized behavior will not be tolerated at my table.”

      My heart lifted at these words. If the lady held tea in such high estimation, perhaps she wasn’t so terrible after all.

      “And there is my other guest,” she continued, staring over my shoulder as Parson hastened into the house. “She too is late. Is no one in this wretched town capable of arriving to tea on time?”

      “To be fair,” I said, clutching my hands on my lap, “I only just received the invitation.”

      Lady Sybil’s eyes widened a fraction, enough to indicate she was unimpressed by my impertinence. Fortunately, I was saved by the most unlikely heroine: my aunt and Lilly’s mother, Mrs. Steward.

      “Oh, Lady Sybil,” she huffed, waving a lavender-scented handkerchief before her as she lumbered away from her wagon and entered the shade of the patio. Her plump cheeks were flushed. “I am most gratified by your invitation.”

      “As you should be,” Lady Sybil said, studying my frumpy aunt.

      Mrs. Steward’s double chins wobbled as she collapsed into a chair. She seemed exhausted from the exertion it had taken to move from house to wagon and from wagon to this spot. Unlike Lilly and me, she had understood the need to dress up for the occasion, and had on a yellow, frilly summer dress.

      Before Mrs. Steward could say or do anything to embarrass us, Cilla rushed outside. Despite the strain of planning her upcoming wedding, Cilla’s round, pretty face was wreathed in a wide smile, her dark blue eyes bright and content at the prospect of marrying a werewolf. If the werewolf hadn’t been my own brother, I’d have cautioned her against it. But Drew was a decent wolf, despite smelling like a wet dog. And as I only had two brothers and one was already married to my cousin, I was delighted that my best friend had agreed to marry the other one.

      Cilla glanced at her great aunt, and her smile wavered. Curtseying, she sat across the table from me and tugged at her long, dark blond braid. Only when she caught my gaze did her smile brighten.

      Lady Hardinge was the last to join us. Murmuring an apology, she sat down, her lovely face unusually tired. She and her husband were an unusual couple. Despite being of nobility, they had none of the snobbish and elitist attitude I’d come to expect from those of higher society.

      “Well,” Lady Sybil said, “we can finally commence. I can see I have my work cut out in training this household.”

      Lilly’s jaw dropped while Cilla blushed, her rosy cheeks darkening. Only Mrs. Steward seemed satisfied with the pronouncement.

      “For a start,” Lady Sybil continued, ignoring the discomfiture she was eliciting from her comments, “seats should be preassigned with names clearly written upon labels. These labels should be placed prominently on the plates so there is no confusion as to whom should sit where.”

      “Lady Sybil,” Lady Hardinge began but ceased speaking when Lady Sybil raised both her thin eyebrows.

      Determined not to be so easily silenced, I complained, “I prefer to sit where I wish to sit.”

      “And with whom would you prefer to sit?” Lady Sybil demanded, her high-pitched voice grating on my nerves as much as the condescending lift to her eyebrows.

      “Yes, whom?” Mrs. Steward repeated, staring at me in disapprobation.

      Cilla shook her head ever so slightly but I ignored the warning and replied, “I’d sit next to my husband, if he were here.”

      Lady Sybil clicked her tongue against the back of her teeth. “I’d think you see enough of him at home.”

      “I married him because I’d like to see more of him,” I said, wondering when she would serve the tea.

      “How very liberal of you, my dear.” Her nostrils flared. “We would never permit such tendencies in our day. Would we, Parson?”

      “Certainly not, m’lady,” Parson huffed, his eyebrows as elevated as those of his mistress.

      It was at that point I remembered why I detested the aristocracy, the Hardinge family aside. Mrs. Steward on the other hand was delighting in the exchange.

      “Here, here,” she said and applauded the old lady’s pronouncement against women who married for love. “They have a thing or two to learn in these parts, Lady Sybil. As you can see, the less informed among us have degenerated since moving to these savage shores.”

      Lady Sybil clicked her tongue again and lifted her chin so that she peered down her long nose. “It certainly is clear to me, Mrs. Steward. It certainly is.”
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      I was convinced that lives were saved that day due to the resuscitating powers and delectable taste of tea. There is no other explanation.

      Once Lady Sybil had pronounced the entire Hardinge household in dire need of proper training, she then provided a thorough lecture on the art of hosting a tea party. Fortunately, she did so while pouring the beverage into dainty, gold-rimmed teacups. Sadly, we were not provided much time to enjoy before she engaged us yet again in conversation.

      “Do you partake in bird watching, Mrs. Timmons?” she asked me as she held up a small pair of gold binoculars.

      I thought of Koki’s promise to teach me to use birds as spies. “Yes. In fact, my interest in the sport is growing.”

      Her eyebrows rising, Lady Sybil nodded. “I do approve. It is a wonderful sport, well suited for those of good breeding and those who aspire to emulate that breeding. This land provides excellent opportunities, being a stopping point for migratory birds of all sorts. I am hoping to spot the clarke’s weaver. It’s a rare thing to find.”

      As I had no notion what a clarke’s weaver looked like, I smiled and continued eating.

      Turning to Lady Hardinge, Lady Sybil said, “Returning to our original topic, I have much advice that would benefit you. In addition to quality of staff, there is the matter of quantity.”

      I almost spurted a mouthful of tea onto the lace tablecloth which would have been an unpardonable waste of tea.

      “Quantity?” Lady Hardinge repeated, the epitome of restraint and polite curiosity.

      “Yes, quantity, my dear,” Lady Sybil said and clicked her tongue against the back of her teeth. “Parson, how many staff does my estate employ?”

      “Twenty-three, ma’am,” the good servant promptly replied. “And every one of them grateful for the opportunity for gainful work.”

      “Precisely. Lady Hardinge, you are woefully understaffed,” Lady Sybil said after waving Parson away. “I desire to rectify this sorry state of affairs by building up the staff to an appropriate number as is suited for your station. You have Nurse Manton for the older children, one cook and one maid. How you have managed with so pitifully few, especially when they are not the highest caliber, amazes me.”

      “I’d think a house of this size doesn’t need a servant in every room,” I argued, eyeing the teapot hopefully. “We’ll be tripping over ourselves.”

      “We are not suggesting every room, my dear,” Lady Sybil said, her thin eyebrows rising along with her chin. Her nostrils flared and her tongue clicked again. “But a building that houses a Lord and Lady must have more than one servant per floor, surely? At the very least, we should see a butler, a valet, a lady’s maid, a footman, a nanny, a cook and a cook’s assistant. And of course the outside staff.”

      Turning to Lilly, she said, “As for you, it’s almost unforgivable that you are without assistance to care for your infant. We must find you a nursemaid at once, even if we must import one.”

      Her posture stiff, Lilly said over her teacup, “I rather enjoy raising my own child, m’lady.”

      “That’s very modern of you,” Lady Sybil said, peering down at Lilly with narrowed eyes. “But I suspect you only say that because you don’t know any better. Once you have a nursemaid, you’ll wonder how you managed without her.”

      Lilly’s hands tightened around her cup, and she opened her mouth to protest, only stopping when Cilla waved a hand at her from across the table.

      “Lady Sybil,” Lady Hardinge attempted to interject, “we have no need of so many staff. Our lifestyles are simpler here than in London.” She smiled as she spoke, the softness of her expression a sincere attempt to mollify the older woman.

      “It’s not about need,” Lady Sybil quipped, setting her cup down on the saucer with a sharp clink. “It’s about appearances.”

      I snorted. “Well, as to that—”

      Lady Sybil’s voice rose in pitch and volume, rolling over my words like a steam engine on a downward slope. “How should it impress the general public when Lord and Lady Hardinge live as if they are not much better than the peasants who farm their land?”

      “We don’t have a farm,” Lady Hardinge said, her fair eyebrows tightening in a delicate frown.

      “And I’m not sure anyone here cares, Lady Sybil,” I added.

      Lady Sybil lifted her chin. “Well, I do, and that’s the matter settled.”

      Rather than argue, we focused our attention on eating. The silence was only disturbed by slurping, chewing, the occasional murmured compliment on the food and the songs of birds flapping around in nearby trees. I wondered how long I would have to stay before I could excuse myself.

      Just as I was planning my escape, Lady Sybil shocked us all by saying, “Mrs. Timmons, I hear you are in the family way.”

      I glanced at Cilla who blushed. “I may have mentioned it,” she admitted in a whisper.

      Lady Sybil didn’t seem the least concerned that her inappropriate question was causing discomfort all around the table. Instead, she stared at me, clearly expecting a response. “Come now. We’re all family here,” she added.

      “Yes,” I replied and gulped the rest of my tea.

      After a moment, Lady Sybil clicked her tongue. “Well, I do hope you have plans to educate this child in a thorough manner. I am a member of the board of several excellent boarding schools. I should be able to assist all of you once you decide which school you prefer.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice. “Normally, they are particular about the children they accept. But with my recommendation, you will have no issues at all.”

      My prosthetic metal hand twitched, and I set down the teacup before I could break it. “And why, Lady Sybil, should you extend such a courtesy to one as lowly as myself?”

      Leaning back in her chair, she brushed her thin lips with a handkerchief. “Why shouldn’t I show forth charity? We are, after all, related, even if it is in the loosest possible manner.”

      “Not loose enough,” I muttered but the pretentious woman failed to hear me.

      Instead, she sniffed and peered down her powdered nose at me, her large nostrils flaring. Perhaps she believed I needed an explanation of our connection, for she launched into one with vigor. “As you know, I am the aunt of Miss White’s father who took it upon himself to marry your husband’s sister. You are therefore married to my nephew-in-law, if there is such a thing.”

      Clicking her tongue, she shook her head. “Such a lowly connection and one about which I warned him severely. It certainly did nothing for my nephew’s business interests. He can’t even afford to purchase second class tickets to this abominable corner of the world to attend his daughter’s wedding.”

      Gazing into the distance, Lady Sybil added as if to herself, “I never did understand his interest in the Timmons family.”

      Lilly coughed and glanced at the house, perhaps hoping her baby would choose that time to cry for her. Cilla’s eyes grew larger as tears gathered on their rims. Lowering her head, she patted her face with her handkerchief as she attempted to compose herself.

      “Perhaps he married Simon’s sister because he loved her?” I offered, narrowing my eyes at the disparaging remarks regarding my family.

      “Pfff, love,” Lady Sybil scoffed and tapped the table with a finger. “It’s a quaint and overrated notion.” Leaning toward Lady Hardinge, she added, “Of course, I am eternally grateful to Lord Hardinge. How gallant of him to ensure the newspapers didn’t catch wind of the most recent scandal concerning the Timmons family. That would have been my undoing in all social circles of importance.”

      My metal fingers clutched at my teacup. The cracking of porcelain filled the silence. Lady Sybil was too caught up in her relief at avoiding a social disaster to notice.

      “If you are referring to the court overturning the accusations placed against my husband by a disgruntled former fiancée,” I began, ignoring Cilla’s wide eyes and Lilly’s fingers digging into my arm. “I can assure you—”

      “Oh, yes, I’m sure it’s a relief he wriggled out of it,” Lady Sybil interrupted. “But you can’t blame me for experiencing anxiety at my connection, however tenuous, with the whole sordid affair.”

      “Of course not,” I said, my teeth clenched as I gritted through a forced smile. “Fortunately, there are no social circles of any importance here in Nairobi, so you should be safe from censure.”

      Glancing at me with a sharpness that bordered on shrew-like, Lady Sybil said, “Young woman, I do not appreciate your tone. You have been long away from the civilized air of London, if indeed you ever partook of it to begin with. I’ll have you know that when my nephew married a commoner, it did a great deal of damage to the White family.”

      “Then it is even more fortunate that Cilla will remain here with us,” I retorted.

      “Oh, look, a clarke’s weaver,” Lilly said in a shrill voice as she flapped a cotton handkerchief across the table. “Would you believe our good luck?”

      “Where?” Lady Sybil demanded, snatching up her gold binoculars and pressing them to her face. She half-rose from her chair and craned her head back and forth. “Where is it?”

      “What a pity. It just flew away,” Lilly said. “You must have missed it.”

      “Hmmm.” Lady Sybil continued to search.

      “I need to be going,” I said, standing up as quickly as decency and a long skirt would allow. “There’s something waiting for me at the store.”

      Lady Sybil sniffed as she sat and studied her binoculars. “Lady Hardinge informed me you’re a shopkeeper. How very common of you.”

      My smile widened. Leaning forward, I caught the lady’s gaze, held it and said, “I assure you, madam, we are anything but common.”
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      Grateful to escape Lady Sybil and her elitist plans, I allowed Nelly to set the pace to town. My horse had two speeds: barely moving and faster than the wind. That morning, Nelly shifted from plodding to almost flying the moment I told her where to go. We therefore arrived at the back entrance of the Cozy Tea Shoppe in a matter of minutes. After removing twigs and leaves from my braid, and wiping off a splattered bug from my forehead, I entered the back of the shop through the storage area.

      While I’d prepared myself to face a dead body covered in tea leaves, I was both relieved and confused to discover the body was gone. Pausing in her sweeping, Wanjiru assured me there had been no body anywhere when she arrived earlier.

      “How peculiar,” I said to her as I dropped my pet vervet monkey, Shelby, and my coat on the counter.

      Unconcerned about such inconveniences, Shelby began to sniff the stone countertop for food.

      Staring down at the mess of tea leaves on the floor, I said, “I’ve heard of misplacing a glove or even a purse, but an entire body?”

      I shook my head and tugged at my long, dark braid, frowning at my clumsiness. After all, it’s no easy matter to lose a body, and I couldn’t believe anyone in Nairobi would actually want to steal one. Possess a live one, yes, but steal a dead one? Unlikely. I tested the front door. It was locked and showed no sign of forced entry.

      As I stared out the window, my mind marveling at the mystery, a zebra strolled by. Pausing, it stared at me, its large eyes calm yet alert, long eyelashes flickering. With a snort, it trotted down the road toward the railway station and the savanna that stretched beyond the town’s limits.

      “Well, I suppose that’s one less task with which I need to contend,” I said.

      Shelby shrieked her agreement, her dark eyes fixed on the candied ginger in a jar on the counter. Her pale face scrunched up as she glanced between the jar and me.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I warned, laughing at her hoot of dismay.

      Soon, the morning rush pushed all thoughts of the dead man away. I focused on brewing tea, processing orders and answering customer inquiries. I had long ago come to the conclusion that there was indeed such a thing as a stupid question, a fact that I witnessed almost every day. Fortunately, I had by my side a personal blend of fortifying tea. That, and the absence of corpses, allowed me to manage the day with reasonable cheer.

      In the afternoon, I left the shop to my assistant, Wanjiru, and strolled to the post office. Victoria Street was unpaved but fortunately the hard-packed dirt road was dry that day. A herd of goats trotted toward me, a small African boy smacking the stragglers with a branch. Customers hastened between the few stores, the Colonial Stores being a particular favorite.

      Mrs. Mayence Bent, owner of the Stanley Hotel and a leading member of the East African Ladies League, waved at me while pausing at the doorway to the emporium owned by Mrs. Patel and her husband.

      “Will you be attending our next meeting, Mrs. Timmons?” she called out.

      I smiled vaguely and said, “Lovely to see you too, Mrs. Bent.” Before she could repeat her question, I hurried along, keeping my gaze fixed on the ground and hoping I wouldn’t be accosted by anyone else.

      “Mrs. Timmons, how’s that fine horse of yours?” Mr. Rossenrode shouted as I passed the general store he and Mr. MacJohn owned.

      “Still not for sale,” I replied, wondering how such a small town could be so busy with nosy people.

      Gideon dashed through a passing wagon and pretended to ride the ox; I pretended I couldn’t see him. It wouldn’t help business if my customers saw me talking to myself as none of them could see ghosts. It was with some relief when I entered the post office. A simple brick building, it managed to maintain an air of efficiency and tidiness among the chaos of Nairobi. A flag flying atop the clay tiled roof alerted the entire town to the arrival of the mail.

      The postmaster greeted me with a wink and a twitch of his head. “You’ve got a parcel over with Customs.”

      Frowning, I glanced in the direction the postmaster had indicated, toward the back of the building. Several other traders were queuing before the Customs official. Yet again, the long arm of colonial bureaucracy had reached out and slapped us with another series of forms and fees.

      “This could take all afternoon,” I muttered as I strode to the queue. Only when I stood in line did I notice the Customs official.

      “Good gracious,” I whispered.

      Gideon floated to my side. “Oye, Beatrice, it’s that dead man. He’s back at work.”

      Grateful no one could hear my ghostly husband, I retreated to the side of the post office to fill out a form while studying the situation. “It is in fact the recently deceased Mr. Bilco. Perhaps he’s a zombie of sorts,” I whispered.

      Gideon snorted. “He looks the same to me.”

      “Which only goes to prove what I’ve always asserted,” I spoke into the form, pretending to find it fascinating. “These colonial bureaucrats could be replaced by a corpse and there’d be no difference.”

      “That’s not quite true,” Gideon said, standing on the counter, his ghost feet on either side of my form. “The service seems to have improved. Look how fast he’s processing the paperwork.”

      Indeed, the work was being handled faster than was customary. Mr. Bilco stamped and signed documents steadily and without any interest beyond ensuring all the correct lines were completed. Other than the improved work ethic, he was no less lively than before his death.

      “Maybe it’s all for the best then,” I said, and decided it was safe enough to collect my delivery.

      “Surely you aren’t turning your back on such a delicious mystery,” Gideon chided.

      “Surely I am,” I said. “There’s a box of tea leaves waiting for me on the other end of that queue, and I intend to retrieve it, zombies be damned.”

      When I reached the counter, I studied Mr. Bilco. The man blinked slowly at me, his blue eyes unfocused. He glanced at my form, stamped it and slid a box to me, his shoulders slumped.

      “It’s premium Ceylon tea,” I said, wondering if he was capable of speech. “Did you know the Swahili word for tea is ‘chai’?”

      Mr. Bilco’s head snapped up, his eyes glazing over as he reached below the counter, pulled out a second package and slid it to me.

      “I’m not expecting…” I started to say.

      “Just take it,” Gideon whispered in my ear, and it was all I could do not to startle visibly or attempt to slap him away.

      Taking the second package, I smiled but Mr. Bilco had already waved forward the next customer.

      I hastened along Victoria Street, avoiding the various puddles and piles deposited by the ox, goats and other animals Europeans had brought with them. Gazing up at the gathering storm clouds, I wondered what the wildlife thought of our presence when they took over the street at night.

      When I arrived at the shop, Yao was there, buzzing around in his firefly form. I could see his flashing behind only because the sky had darkened with the approaching storm to such an extent that a false dusk had fallen upon us. The threat of a downpour hastened the remaining customers as they finished their tea, made their purchases and departed.

      I nodded at Wanjiru; her attention was fixed on Yao who shifted back into his manly form. She blushed as Yao gazed at her, a boyish smile brightening his face.

      “If I didn’t know better,” Gideon mused, “I swear he was about to devour her here and now.”

      Straightening up, Yao slapped a fist against his bare chest. “Yao would never eat Wanjiru. She is very sweet but not for eating.” He glared at us as if we were contemplating the act.

      Doing my best to ignore the ghost and the vampire, I stood behind the counter, set the two parcels down and pulled the second one closer. It was the size of a hatbox but weighed more. When I shook it a bit, something rustled and rattled from inside. The delivery label read, “Attention: Mzito.” There was no address and no indication of what was inside nor its value. That in itself was odd. The new Customs Office had a strict policy of opening all parcels to inspect the contents and evaluate them for tax purposes.

      As I pondered what to do with the mystery parcel, the shop’s front door swung open, accompanied by the tinkle of the bell. A determined customer had braved the approaching storm and now required my attention. Sighing, I slid Mzito’s parcel under the counter, handed the box of tea to Wanjiru and plastered on my “nothing’s wrong here” smile.
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      “What do you mean, you’re leaving?” I demanded.

      Cilla and Simon were sitting across from me. Simon’s eyes were unreadable as he held his niece’s hand. Cilla sniffled, tears quivering at the edges of her dark blue eyes. Lady Hardinge patted my human hand, but I wasn’t to be so easily consoled. I stared around the library, selfishly wondering what would become of us once our benefactors departed.

      The familiarity of the library soothed me. It was a well-apportioned room, furnished with comfortable sofas and armchairs made with richly brocaded fabric and brightened with plush, colorful pillows. A paisley-patterned sofa was pushed against one wall and sported a conspicuous set of claw marks courtesy of a giant crocodile.

      Bookshelves covered two walls and contained a diverse selection of literature. A zebra skin was stretched out before one of the bookshelves, while a Persian carpet covered the dark wood floor in front of the stone fireplace in which a cheery fire ate away at scented wood. The numerous candles scattered about the library provided a mellow, honey-scented glow. A set of glass doors opened to a veranda, and all the windows were covered with thick curtains so Father could comfortably hide from sunlight during the day.

      Lord Arthur Hardinge, Her Majesty’s Commissioner of the East Africa Protectorate and its first Governor, cleared his throat and leaned his elbows on his knees. He was a trim fellow, not particularly big in stature but with a gently dignified air about him that was devoid of the usual pettiness and snobbery I’d come to associate with landed gentry. His fair hair was receding gracefully, but his mustache made up for it, a full and healthy specimen atop firm lips that seldom smiled yet were never harsh.

      “It comes as a surprise for us, too,” he told those present.

      Sitting on my other side, Lilly sniffed as she clutched Grace in her lap. The baby was attempting to chew off the tassels of a pillow. Tiberius, her husband and one of my two half-brothers, leaned against the stone mantle of the fireplace, his dark brown eyes fixed on the flames, his thick, black lashes brushing against light brown skin. Pushing aside a lock of dark brown hair from his forehead, he pushed his hands into his pockets.

      Crossing my arms, I asked, “Where will you go?”

      “Delhi,” Lord Hardinge said without enthusiasm. After a pause in which wood crackled into the silence, he continued, “There’s another matter we need to discuss. On my part, it’s rather vexing.”

      We all turned to face him as he stood and paced to the fireplace. Only Tiberius’ countenance lacked any curiosity. Being a partner in Lord Hardinge’s business, he must know about this announcement. Noticing my stare, Tiberius strolled to the window and lifted a curtain to peer outside. Yet I knew him well enough to see the tension in his shoulders, even under the black dinner jacket he always wore.

      “The Crown does not own this estate,” Lord Hardinge said, interrupting my worried thoughts. “It rented the property, and now the landlord wishes to sell it. As such, once my family and I depart, the landlord plans to sell the house, the cottages and all else connected to the property.” Thrusting his hands in his pockets, he nodded at each one of us. “In a few weeks, you will all be required to leave and find a new home.”

      Cilla gasped while Lilly dug her nails into my arm. I caught Tiberius’ eye as he turned away from the view.

      “Will you be going as well?” I asked, my throat tightening at the notion I might be separated from part of my family. Losing the cottage would be inconvenient; losing my brother, my cousin and my niece was unthinkable.

      “Of course we won’t,” Lilly said, her voice rising an octave as she tugged the tassel out of Grace’s mouth. “We’ll stay right here, won’t we, Tiberius?”

      Grace hissed, her fangs descending, and she stretched her chubby arms toward the pillow. Swallowing hard, Tiberius stared vacantly at his wife.

      “Tiberius,” I whispered.

      “I’m not sure,” Tiberius answered, studying the design of the Persian carpet. “We have to discuss it.”

      Cilla wailed while Lilly stared at her husband, her mouth open, her eyes wide. An awkward silence descended in which no one seemed able to meet anyone else’s gaze.

      After some moments, Simon cleared his throat and scratched at a sideburn. Glancing around to ensure he had our attention, he asked, “Then why don’t we consider purchasing the property? We have to live somewhere. It might as well be here.”

      Clamping my lips together to stop their quivering, I nodded at him but my uneasiness deepened. Even if the landlord was reasonable in his expectations, we didn’t have the funds to purchase the entire estate or even a small corner of it.

      “Actually, that is an option,” Lord Hardinge said. “The government has no interest in purchasing it as it wants to have all its residential properties in close proximity to town. This one happens to be the farthest from the offices of the Crown and the other homes. I could inquire with the landowner on your behalf.”

      “Thank you,” I said even as I wondered how we could possibly afford the estate. “We would be most grateful for any assistance you could offer in this regard. You’ve done so much for us already, and here we impose on you again.”

      Lord Hardinge waved a hand dismissively while Lady Hardinge tutted, “Nonsense, my dear. It’s our pleasure.”

      “Beatrice, look after Grace,” Lilly ordered and thrust the squirming baby onto my lap. Tossing the pillow to one side, she strode over to Tiberius, her features grim and determined. Whispering something to him, she led the way out of the library, Tiberius following in her wake.

      “Someone’s in trouble,” Simon murmured, smirking at Tiberius’ slouched shoulders.

      “Yes, and that would be me,” I said as Grace grabbed at my braid. “Her nappy requires changing and… Oh, bother, it’s leaking.”
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      None of us were in the mood for a celebration, but Lady Sybil insisted on hosting an engagement party for Cilla.

      “How can we marry her off without anyone knowing she’s actually engaged?” she said, her shrill voice overcoming Cilla’s objections and the general air of apathy that had taken over the entire household. “This might be the backwater of the world, but I will not allow tradition to be disregarded when it comes to my great-niece. We are having this party, even if I have to order Parson to chase the wildlife out of the garden myself.”

      Clicking her tongue against the back of her teeth, she lifted her chin, her nostrils flaring. “And that’s the end of that discussion.”

      None of us had energy to argue. I was still reeling from the news that not only would I need to find a new home but my brother might be sailing away. My mind returned to the evening we heard of our imminent loss; when Lilly had returned to collect Grace, her blue eyes were dim and red-rimmed. She refused to answer my questions, only saying, “We shall see.”

      “I can’t believe with all that’s going on, we need to attend an engagement party,” I complained a few days later during evening tea. “Is that woman so oblivious?”

      “By that woman, I assume you refer to Lady Sybil?” Simon asked, his tone mild as he flipped through a week-old newspaper.

      “Indeed, who else?” I said, ignoring his smirk and staring at the clock on the mantle. In a few minutes, we would depart for the Hardinge house for a party no one wanted to attend.

      Rather than dwell on the inconvenient timing, I stared into the fire, enjoying the cozy feel of our sitting room and wondering where we would find anything as sweet. Placing a hand over my stomach, I tried to imagine what sort of home we could provide Emma.

      Glancing at Simon, I restrained the urge to ask if Lord Hardinge had said anything yet about the property’s owner. Instead, I found myself admiring his strong features, his solid build, his unflinching gaze as he met mine.

      Reaching over, he grasped my hand and lifted it to his lips. “Everything will work out,” he promised. “This is just a collection of stone and mortar. You are my home, not this place.”

      Swallowing hard, I nodded and dared not speak.

      “Now, let’s go have some fun,” he added, his gray eyes lighting with humor. “And all at the good lady’s expense.”

      It turned out the good Lady Sybil spared no expense and had invited everyone who was anyone. This resulted in nearly every English colonialist attending the engagement party, all dressed in their finest.

      Someone of nominal talent was plunking away on a piano that had been dragged onto the back veranda. Colorful streamers crisscrossed overhead. Tall torches lined the veranda, their flames spluttering as moths flew into them. The murmuring of multiple conversations interweaved with the music and the night sounds of the African savannah. Of the newly betrothed couple, there was no sign.

      As we drifted arm in arm among the guests, nodding and smiling, I noticed eyes shifting to follow us. How many, I wondered, were gossiping about Simon’s return? Was it, as Lady Sybil feared, a social disaster of immense proportions? Or was Nairobi isolated enough from the perverse London culture so as to allow people to forgive, forget and sign new business contracts?

      “Mr. Timmons, congratulations on the upcoming nuptials of your niece,” a plump, portly, vibrantly dressed Indian woman crowed as she stepped in our path.

      “Most kind, Mrs. Patel,” Simon replied, nodding with just the right balance of condescension and appreciation.

      I admired his ability to integrate so convincingly in such a crowd. For my part, I frowned at Mrs. Patel. She and her husband ran the General Store which was not much more than a glorified fabric shop with a few bags of rice and beans thrown into the mix. While Mr. Patel avoided social interaction whenever possible, Mrs. Patel thrived on it. Covered in enough colorful fabric to set up a shop right there, she was at the center of whatever gossip might be had. Given that her husband was on very close terms with the stationmaster and the postmaster, she knew the comings and goings of every person and parcel. I could imagine her eagerness to glean more information regarding Simon’s absence and then share it with the other busybodies.

      “Oh, look, dear, it’s Aunt Sybil,” I gushed, drawing Simon away before Mrs. Patel could extract anything more than a vague smile.

      Beside me, Simon sighed and squeezed my hand before plucking a glass of juice from a passing waiter’s tray. “Dearest, could you at least pretend to enjoy yourself? Your eyes are starting to glow yellow.”

      Averting my gaze, I scowled. “Well, I didn’t really want to attend this… dead man!”

      Simon coughed up his juice while Mrs. Patel stared sharply at me, her dark eyes narrowing. “I mean headman,” I said, smiling at her and tugging Simon after me. “The headman of the tribe of…”

      Mrs. Patel lost interest. No one was particularly interested in what the members of a local tribe were doing. She turned her attention to another victim while I pushed through the crowd, my gaze fixed on the recently deceased Mr. Bilco.

      “Now what is he doing here?” I muttered as Mr. Bilco maneuvered to the edge of the veranda. “It’s one thing for a dead man to work in a government office. It’s quite another to show up at a party.”

      Behind me, Simon’s energy enveloped the crowd. Squinting my eyes, I could see the tentacles brushing past ignorant humans. If they only knew what those tentacles were capable of doing, there would be mass panic. Then again, most normal humans don’t have the imagination required to truly believe in the existence of an identity thief with the power of draining his victims of their energy or copying their physical form over his own.

      “You are correct, Mrs. Timmons. There is indeed a dead man here,” Simon whispered. His voice hitched in amazement as one of his energy tentacles grazed against Mr. Bilco just before the zombie disappeared around the corner of the house. “Who would invite a zombie to a party?”

      “I intend to find out,” I said. “I can think of no good reason for his attendance.”

      Before I could do so, a man stepped in front of me, blocking my path.

      “Miss Knight… Er, Mrs. Knight or rather Timmons,” Dr. Cricket blurted, his eyes blinking rapidly, his breathing strained.

      “A pleasure for one of us,” I said under my breath before smiling with only enough interest as good manners required. “Dr. Cricket, I—”

      “Oh, and Mr. Timmons,” Dr. Cricket said.

      “I’ve lost him,” Simon murmured into my ear.

      “Then we have no hope of catching him,” I said.

      Dr. Cricket glanced between us, his pale blue eyes twitching. The inventor was a tall man, thin to the point of bony. His straight hair and thin mustache were pale strawberry in color, as was his skin which was the inevitable result of too much time outdoors while living so near the equator. He had exchanged his blindingly white and neatly pressed lab coat for a white dinner jacket.

      “Have you heard the news?” Dr. Cricket asked, his gaze fixed on me.

      “That Miss White is getting married?” I asked.

      “Oh,” he said, his eyelids blinking more rapidly. “Well, that too, I suppose. But I was referring to a most startling development in the field of automatons.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      “Please excuse me,” Simon said, swirling his drink as he graced the inventor with a vacant smile. “I believe I’m being summoned by a, um, a headman.”

      “Coward,” I said to him.

      “I’m sure you can manage,” he replied before disappearing into the crowd.

      Turning to Dr. Cricket, I pretended to give him my full attention. The man was a fanatic when it came to the building of automatons. Unbeknownst to him, his first successful automaton had been possessed by the evil spirit of his deceased wife which caused us some grief.

      “You were saying?” I prompted him, hoping Simon would return and extradite me from a conversation that was certain to be tiresome.

      Flapping his hands before him, Dr. Cricket said, “You remember Liam?”

      At the mention of the formerly possessed automaton, I forced a smile and said, “How could I forget?”

      “Yes, he was most memorable,” Dr. Cricket said and sighed, blissfully ignorant of his dead wife’s role in Liam’s abilities or the havoc she caused. “As you know, I’ve never been able to repeat my original success. But now, I’ve been provided funding to improve on Liam’s design and build several more automatons.”

      Pausing, he rubbed his hands together, the sound of dry skin against dry skin grating on my nerves. Taking a deep breath and laying one hand over his heart, he added, “Out of respect for the original Life Imitating Automaton Machine, I don’t think I’ll call these new ones Liam. What do you think of that?”

      “Splendid,” I said as another undesirable guest caught my attention.

      “You will come to my laboratory and see the alterations I’ve made?” Dr. Cricket asked, his entire form quivering with anticipation.

      “Of course,” I said even before I processed to what I was agreeing. “Excuse me.”

      My mind devoid of intelligible thought, I could only marvel that my legs moved of their own accord. Snippets of my nightmare flitted through my mind as I meandered through the chattering crowd. Even as a part of my brain—the part responsible for survival—screamed at me to hasten into the house and hide, another part bayed for revenge. The wolf energy in my prosthetic hand pulsed within the riot of conflicting emotions.

      Blind and deaf to the festivities and happy conversations, I stalked toward a man I had hoped never to see again. Even with his back to me, he overwhelmed me with the force of his energy and the memories of our history.

      When I was a few steps away, I cleared my throat and prepared to face my would-be murderer.
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      “You are not welcome here,” I growled.

      As if sensing my presence, Prof. Runal turned and stared. His yellow werewolf eyes glittered in the firelight of the torches. Everything about Prof. Runal was big: his voice, his build, his beard that covered his large jowls. Even his nose was bigger than normal.

      “All the better to smell you with, my dear,” he used to joke. Being a werewolf, it wasn’t really a joke and more of a threat.

      “Well, I was invited, my dear Bee… I mean, Mrs. Timmons,” he said, bowing at the waist. “Indeed I was. Do you wish to see my invitation?”

      He reached into the inside pocket of his dinner jacket but I shook my head. Of course he would be here. The Director of the Society for Paranormals had done an admirable job ingratiating himself with the upper class of Nairobi. Why wouldn’t Lady Sybil invite him?

      Before I could muster the wit to respond, Lilly swept toward me in a billow of blue skirt. A wiggling baby was trying to climb over one shoulder.

      “Oh, Beatrice, Lady Sybil is insisting I remove Grace to the nursery at once,” she gushed, shaking her head, her dark curls bouncing around her pinched features. “And while that’s all well and good, she’s far too excited to remain in good form.”

      “Who, the baby or Lady Sybil?” I asked.

      Huffing at my obstinance, Lilly rolled her eyes. “Grace, of course. Lady Sybil is always in form, just not a very good one. And what if Grace decides to… Oh, Prof. Runal. I didn’t notice you.”

      How that was even possible given Prof. Runal’s height and girth bewildered me. I could only be grateful Lilly had caught herself before suggesting her baby was anything but normal.

      “And what would the sweet baby decide to do?” Prof. Runal rumbled, leaning toward Grace who had twisted around in Lilly’s arms to stare at him.

      “Nothing,” I stated just as Lilly said, “Throw a tantrum.”

      “Either way,” I hastened to add, “perhaps Lady Sybil has the right of it, Lilly. This isn’t a suitable place for a baby.” I pursed my lips together and stared fixedly at Lilly, willing her to read my mind or at least my anxiety. Prof. Runal’s proximity to baby Grace was highly undesirable. If he ever learned how powerful that child was…

      Glancing between Prof. Runal and me, Lilly’s confusion at my odd praise of anything Lady Sybil said or did shifted into alarm. Forcing a smile, she said, “You are so wise, cousin. A late evening party is no place for a baby.”

      “May I see the wee tot before she goes?” Prof. Runal asked, smiling widely as he stepped closer to Lilly, his gaze intently fixed on Grace.

      Grace opened her mouth, exposing her gums, and hissed. Four little pointed nubs, two on top and two on the bottom, began to poke out. Her fangs were about to descend.

      Sliding in front of Lilly, I blurted out, “Oh, I think the baby is far too tired of attention. Isn’t that right, Lilly?” Before Prof. Runal could react, I twirled around to face Lilly, slapped my hands on her shoulders and pivoted her toward the house. “Really, it’s time for Grace to change… into her sleeping clothes.”

      “Gracious,” Lilly whispered, glancing over her shoulder at me, her face paler than usual, a strained expression in her eyes. “Change… Of course. Goodnight.”

      I watched her clutch Grace tightly, one hand pushing the baby’s face into her bosom until she reached the sanctuary of the house. Releasing the breath I’d been holding, I spun around in order to glare at Prof. Runal. His attention was on the doors through which Lilly had disappeared.

      “Stay away from us,” I hissed, barely able to restrain the urge to jab a finger against his chest or, better yet, a knife. “You’ve done enough to hurt my family. Go back to London where you belong with the other monsters.”

      Prof. Runal shifted his yellow gaze to me. “What a precious baby, very precious indeed,” he murmured.

      Swallowing against the constriction in my throat, I clenched my hands into fists to stop them from shaking. “Leave my niece alone,” I ordered.

      The smile faded from his countenance as he studied me. Nodding a couple of times, he turned to go but paused to glance at me. No, I realized, not at me; his gaze was lower, at my midsection. Clearing his throat, he said, “I wasn’t referring to your niece.”
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      As Prof. Runal dropped those words on me like a bomb and walked away, the wolf energy in my skeletal metal hand surged. The silent growl reverberated through me, causing my lips to twist into a snarl.

      Before I could fling my wolf at the departing werewolf, a hand descended on my shoulder. The voice of reason in the form of my brother Tiberius whispered in my ear, “Leave it. You’ve already attracted too much attention.”

      Indeed, I had. My confrontation had not gone unnoticed, particularly since I was in fact growling softly, and my eyes were glowing werewolf yellow. Of all people, Mrs. Patel and Mrs. Bent stood nearby, staring at me, mouths gaping as their human minds attempted to make sense of what they were observing. Tiberius stepped in front of me to shield me from further scrutiny.

      Closing my eyes, I breathed deeply, calling to mind Koki’s meditation lessons. My agitation retreated until I felt myself in enough control to engage with society without snarling, growling or demonstrating any other canine behavior.

      “Tiberius,” I whispered.

      “Shh,” he said and led me away from the heart of the party and into a quiet corner at the edge of the formal part of the garden.

      Concealed within the shadows of a hedge, I blurted out, “He knows. He knows about Grace and… And about…”

      I couldn’t continue as I was quivering so hard. My hands involuntarily drifted to my midsection, covering it as if to protect the precious gift within. That was explanation enough for Tiberius.

      “It was only a matter of time,” he murmured, rubbing my arms until they ceased shaking. “You will soon show your condition, and I doubt you will tolerate being confined at home.”

      I snorted. “You’re quite right on that matter. After all, we’re not in London anymore, and I have a shop to run.”

      “Exactly. So we will have to be vigilant, but I can’t imagine he would dare try anything against you. Not with all of us here to protect you and the babies.”

      Hugging myself, my fingers digging into my shoulders, I gazed up into his tea-brown eyes, letting their warmth reassure me if only for a moment. “But you’re thinking of leaving us,” I said, choking on the words. Wiping angrily under my eyes, I flung the tears to the ground, studying the spot where I imagined they’d fallen.

      “Beatrice, how could I leave you, my sister, my heart?” Tiberius said, taking my hands in his. “How could I separate my wife from her beloved cousin? Or my daughter from her unborn cousin?” Releasing my hands, he reached into the pocket of his black dinner jacket and fished out a cigarette. A grin tugged at the corners of his mouth as he lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply. “Besides, Lilly would never agree to live in Delhi. And who am I to argue?”

      Relief caused me to sag against the hedge. Restraining the sob that threatened to overwhelm me, I instead reached out and clutched at his arm, gripping it and hoping he could sense my gratitude through my trembling fingers. He smiled and nodded.

      Over his shoulder, I could see the entire party. At the farthest edge, Prof. Runal lingered, his head bent as he engaged in earnest conversation with none other than our party’s hostess, Lady Sybil.

      There was something in their postures and expressions, the eagerness of his countenance, the manner in which she lay a hand against his forearm, that indicated they were somehow acquainted. Yet she hadn’t left the Hardinge Estate, and certainly couldn’t know anyone well enough for such intimacy. Before I could squint at them to study their energy, they separated, she to return to her guests, he to enter the darkness outside the circle of torches.

      “How peculiar,” I said, rising on my tiptoes to follow Lady Sybil’s movements.

      Chuckling, Tiberius flicked ashes off his cigarette. “Have you found a new puzzle upon which to fix your energies? Don’t you have enough to manage?”

      Wagging a finger at him, I chided, “I’ll not be lectured by you, young man. After all, I am your elder.”

      “If you insist. Come, let’s return to the thick of the festivities,” he said, smiling and offering me his arm. “After all, we don’t want to raise suspicions by lingering too long alone.”

      I sighed at that reminder of our status as illegitimate offspring; we had the same father but different mothers. No one outside of our close circle of friends and family knew that Tiberius and I were siblings. For the sake of our children, we had to maintain the subterfuge. As we didn’t look at all alike—his features being as dark as mine were pale—no one would naturally come to the conclusion we were related. The sad consequence of our history however required that we maintain the appearance of propriety in public.

      “Very well,” I said, and reminded myself this was for the best. What if the queen of gossip, Mrs. Patel, saw us lingering in intimate closeness while our spouses were elsewhere? Worse yet, what if she ever found out my mother, a powerful witch, had been pregnant with me before marriage, and the man she married in haste wasn’t even the father? Or that Tiberius’ mother was a native from the coast of East Africa, and a Popobawa—a shapeshifting demon—to boot? Never mind that our father was a vampire.

      Oh, yes, it would certainly amaze Mrs. Patel and horrify the wider society.

      Shaking my head to clear the dark mood these thoughts conjured, I glanced up at Tiberius. At least I had him in my life, along with our father, our spouses and my other half-brother who just then was exiting the house with Cilla by his side.

      The crowd politely clapped as the couple drifted among the guests, accepting the congratulations. Or more accurately, Cilla managed the interactions with the well-meaning members of Nairobi society. Drew did his best to avoid all contact and conversation, his head angled down and away from anyone who approached them. His body language clearly indicated his desire to remain withdrawn from the world. Long, uncut, dark blond hair hung over his face, covering the wild yellow eyes of a werewolf. At least Cilla had persuaded him to comb out the tangled strands, and I was grateful he had consented to tidying his appearance a little. Even though he was younger than me, there were lines on his face that shouldn’t be there, a proof of the difficulties he’d suffered as a child.

      In just a glance, I observed the tension in his hunched shoulders, the nervous manner in which his gaze flicked back and forth. Interacting with strangers and being in crowded spaces weren’t his strengths, and here he was expected to do both. Silently cursing Lady Sybil’s well-intentioned but misdirected efforts, I patted Tiberius’ arm and led him toward Drew and Cilla.

      While Drew was an unusually well-behaved werewolf, there were limits. At the moment, he didn’t seem physically imposing, but I knew how strong he was under the ill-fitting suit Lord Hardinge had loaned him for the occasion. If he became too anxious, who knew what might break his self-control? What would the social elite think of a werewolf rampaging in their midst?

      When I reached Cilla’s side, she turned to me, her round cheeks flushed, her dark blue eyes bright. Clutching my arm, she whispered, “Goodness, I didn’t expect so many people. This isn’t good at all.”

      I reached around her and grasped Drew’s free hand. Startled, he glanced at me through long bangs, a soft growl fading away as he realized who was touching him.

      “Drew, just do one quick round of the veranda,” I advised. “Then I’ll take you to the library on some pretense of wanting to give you a big sister lecture. You can do this.”

      The glimmer in his yellow eyes suggested otherwise, but he nodded.

      True to my word, as soon as the couple had completed one circuit of the veranda, I plucked Drew’s arm away from Cilla, loudly declared my intention to converse in private with my brother and, smiling at the chuckling guests, led him into the house, safe from invasive good wishes.

      His breathing evened out as the noises of the party faded behind us. I led the way to the library and came to an abrupt halt outside the door. The door was only ever closed if Father was inside but he was traveling. I sniffed deeply, my sensitive olfactory nerves quivering at a peculiar perfume reminiscent of freshly cut grass and flowers. Beside me, Drew tensed and snarled.

      We were not alone.

      I pushed open the door and stared at the tall, beautiful woman standing in front of the fireplace. Flames reflected off her blue-black skin. A richly textured, red fabric covered her from shoulders to ankles, emphasizing her womanly graces to great effect. Her shortly cropped hair emphasized her eyes which beamed with intelligence. Even when she wasn’t in her praying mantis form, she was lethal.

      “Why, Miss Knight, aren’t you enjoying the party?” Koki purred. With a knowing smile, the West African she-demon jostled a bundle in her arms and sauntered toward us and away from the fireplace.

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded as I stared at Koki. “And why isn’t Grace in the nursery?”

      Gazing down at the sleeping baby, Koki made a shushing noise. Next to me, Drew growled.

      “Behave yourself, dog,” Koki ordered, her eyes darker than usual in the dim light of candles. “While little Cilla somehow managed to bathe and comb you, that doesn’t mean you’re fit for company.”

      The growl deepened. I clenched my metal hand around Drew’s wrist. “Drew, not now.”

      Tugging his arm away from me, he began to pace around the room. The scent of wet dog intensified as his canines elongated.

      “Good grief,” I muttered. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Koki, but why are you here?”

      Ignoring my brother, Koki placed Grace on the paisley sofa, the one with the crocodile claw marks in it, and angled a cushion to prevent the baby from rolling. Straightening up, she stared down at me, her posture regal.

      “Something is wrong,” she said.

      I huffed a laugh. “When isn’t there? That’s hardly news. There’s a zombie running the Customs office, a werewolf about to marry a human, an estate full of paranormals who are in need of a new home, a vampire arguing with my gardener about dowry, and Grace is unable to control her urge to shift in public. To what do you refer?”

      Narrowing her eyes, Koki studied the long nails of one hand, then flicked them one by one toward me. “How about the arrival of the Poacher with an interest in collecting shapeshifting babies and young children?”

      “What?” a voice gasped behind me.

      Cursing myself for not closing the library door, I spun around to see Lilly standing in the doorway, her mouth open, her eyes wide, a hand over her heart.

      “Oh, it’s just you,” I said and dragged her inside, then kicked the door closed.

      “I can’t find Grace,” Lilly gasped, one hand tugging at her dark curls, the other gripping the neckline of her dress. “I went to the nursery but—”

      Her words were strained as if she was struggling to breathe. Placing an arm around her shoulders, I steered her to the sofa where Grace lay. The baby had one fist pressed against her round, light brown cheek; her cherub lips were parted.

      “Oh, Grace,” Lilly gasped, collapsing to her knees next to the sofa. Pressing a kiss to the baby’s forehead, Lilly wept but only for a brief moment. Collecting herself, she glared up at Koki. “How dare you. You don’t have the right—”

      “To save your child?” Koki interrupted. “Or do you imagine I’m planning on abducting your bat baby? Foolish, mortal girl.” Her full, dark lips twisted into a sneer. “If I had any intention of taking Grace from you, I could have done so at any moment and would have done the deed by now.”

      Lilly wiped her tears with a jerky motion. “Is that supposed to engender gratitude in me? Why were you here in the first place? And who…”

      Lowering a hand on Lilly’s shoulder to prevent her from exacerbating the situation further, I said, “Thank you for watching over Grace.”

      Koki inclined her head slightly in acknowledgment. Wood crackled in the silence. Drew continued to pace around the room, his growling softer but steady. My stomach fluttered, reminding me I had another reason to be concerned about Koki’s early pronouncement.

      “You mentioned a poacher,” I prompted her.

      “The Poacher,” she corrected me before she tilted her head back, as if to study the ceiling. “Do you remember the first time we met, Miss Knight?”

      Snorting, I sat down on the sofa and rubbed Lilly’s shoulders as she stared at her sleeping baby. “It was a rather memorable occasion.”

      Lilly rested an arm on the sofa and stroked Grace’s head. Sniffing loudly, she asked, “Was that in Lagos?”

      “It was,” I said and shivered. “The Society sent me there to investigate a ring of Brownie smugglers. The poor little fairies were stuffed three to a cage.” Glancing at Koki, I frowned. “I don’t understand how you of all people could involve yourself in that.”

      Hissing, Koki stepped away, her back to us as she stared at the stone fireplace. “I wasn’t, or rather, I was but only in order to stop the trade.”

      “And this Poacher was there?” I guessed.

      Koki thumped a hand on the mantlepiece as she stared into the flames. “He wasn’t just there,” she spat. “He was the heart of the ring. And he didn’t just traffic in Brownies. He would supply anything that was in demand: rare lizards, endangered birds, gorillas, humans. There’s no limit with him. He’s a disgusting beast.”

      The vehemence with which she spoke suggested she had firsthand experience with this person but I dared not broach that subject. Instead, my thoughts drifted into memory as I recalled my visit to the West African city. It was a memory saturated with the coppery scent of blood. Staring down at my loosely clasped hands, I asked, “But if you were there to stop the Poacher, why did you so brutally attack the Lagos Constabulary and kill so many of the constables inside?”

      Lilly gasped and shrunk against my legs. Drew ceased pacing and stared at us, his lips peeled back in a snarl. Koki’s shoulders slumped. Glancing back at me, she shook her head and averted her eyes. “At the time, I believed he was there among them but that’s a poor excuse.”

      The pile of burning wood collapsed, sending up a flurry of sparks. Grace cooed in her sleep, her arms twitching as she dreamed.

      “So this Poacher…” I prompted.

      Koki turned to face us, her arms crossed over her chest. “I’ve heard word that he’s now working in this part of the world. He’s hunting shapeshifters and kidnapping the young ones. For what purpose, no one knows.”

      “Certainly it’s not a beneficial one,” I said, staring at my slumbering niece. Of its own accord, my hand rose up to rest on my midsection. While Emma couldn’t possibly be a shapeshifter, would she be any safer from such nefarious activities?

      Swallowing against the constriction in my throat, I reflected on Prof. Runal’s continued presence. “Do you think this Poacher is in any way connected to the Society for Paranormals?”

      Koki shrugged and placed her hands on her hips. “It’s always possible.”

      “Beatrice,” Lilly moaned and leaned her head against my leg.

      I stroked her hair. “We won’t let anyone come near Grace,” I promised Lilly but my gaze was on Koki who nodded in agreement, her smile wicked and determined. And not for the first time, I was grateful to have a she-demon as a friend.
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      Before we could conjure a plan to protect our shapeshifting family members from the Poacher, we had to suffer through another tea party. It was there we learned that training a vampire was an onerous task, even more so when he was of the African variety.

      Fortunately for all concerned, the vampire in question—Yao the Adze—was unfazed by, or more accurately, oblivious to the efforts of Lady Sybil and her snobbish butler, Parson. The same could not be said for the rest of us.

      “Goodness, the woman is a nightmare,” Lilly complained as she slumped into a paisley-patterned sofa, her dark curls bouncing around her petite face.

      “Indeed, she is,” I agreed as I settled onto the Persian carpet in front of her. “She makes your mother seem positively benign.”

      We had barely escaped the latest efforts to “train the household”. Retreating to the library offered some protection as Lady Sybil had no interest at all in the numerous volumes filling the bookcases.

      “Excessive reading is unsuitable for feminine minds,” she had declared during her initial tour of the Hardinge mansion. “Does Queen Victoria spend her days reading? Of course not. Being in the African colonies is no excuse.”

      Her grand tour was the first and only time she’d deigned to enter the library. Thus we were quite safe. I sighed as I gazed into the flames which crackled in the stone fireplace.

      “And she’s invited us to yet another formal tea this afternoon to which we are expected to attend,” Lilly groaned as she braided my long, brown hair. “She’s utterly ruining everything. We should be excited about Cilla’s wedding and plotting against poachers. Instead, we’re dealing with this nonsense. How fortunate your father isn’t here. What would the noble lady have to say about his nocturnal habits?”

      I frowned, hoping Father’s journey would keep him away until Lady Sybil and her uptight butler returned to London. While African vampires had no cause to fear the sun, European vampires like Father did. And what excuses could we devise if he refused all the lady’s invitations for daytime activities?

      “Cilla is quite fortunate to be ill-disposed today,” Lilly continued. “I wish I could be taken by some infirmity. And I’ve had to leave Grace with Nurse Manton for the afternoon. Heaven forbid a baby should attend a tea party.”

      Too soon, there was a knock on the library door, and Parson entered. His pasty face set in an uninviting expression, he announced in a bored voice, “Lady Sybil is ready for your attendance.”

      With even less enthusiasm, Lilly and I followed the butler around the house to a private veranda hidden by tall hedges. An ornate, metal garden table and matching chairs filled most of the space. Lady Sybil was waiting for us, wearing another white dress. She sat upon a chair with her back straight, her shoulders pulled back, her chin lifted, and her eyes peering down her long nose at us.

      Sweeping invisible dust off her pristine clothes, she beckoned us to join her around the table. Despite the heat outside, she was attired as if we were still in London: her dress covered her from neck to ankles; long white gloves and a wide-brimmed, lacy hat ensured no ray of sun would ever touch any part of her skin. Leaning against her chair was a closed parasol, also gleaming white. I wondered how long the color would remain unsoiled.

      “As your education has been sorely neglected and perhaps even reversed in this socially backward village, I have taken it upon myself to rectify the matter,” she said, her declaration punctuated by a sharp clicking of her tongue and a wave of her hand. She tapped the stone tiles with her parasol. “This, young ladies, is how one should serve afternoon tea. As you can see, I have used the tea set that is most appropriate for the season, even if this wretched part of the world seems to have only two seasons: floods or droughts.”

      Lifting a gold-rimmed teapot, she poured us each a cup of tea before continuing her unsolicited lecture. “Observe the scones and cucumber sandwiches. Everything is bite-sized. Regardless of the time of day or year, it wouldn’t do for an Englishwoman to scoff down large quantities of food.” She glanced at me, sniffing again. “And the table shouldn’t be contaminated with platters of native fruit. That’s not how afternoon tea is done.”

      Before I could comment on her disparaging remark regarding the consumption of local fruit, Jonas limped around the corner of the hedge. Normally, my gardener exuded a suitably subservient attitude in public. Not having noticed Lady Sybil, he abandoned pretense and approached me directly, his wrinkled head held high.

      “Miss Knight,” he lisped before I could warn him, “that stupid firefly, he insists on speaking to us right now.”

      Stupid firefly was a reference to Yao. While a firefly wasn’t as impressive or scary as a bat, it was better at infiltrating people’s homes to find its next victim.

      I stared at him and twitched my eyes toward Lady Sybil.

      “Miss Knight, your eyes,” Jonas said, frowning at me and rubbing a gnarled hand over the short, gray curls covering his scalp. “They are stranger than usual today.”

      A loud clicking of tongue against teeth and a tapping of parasol against stone startled Jonas. He glanced toward the source: an outraged Lady Sybil. Her watery blue eyes were wide and almost popping out of her pale, wrinkled face. Tapping her manicured fingers against the edge of the small, round table, she sniffed again and flicked her fingers toward Jonas while pinning me with a glare.

      “Are your servants always so bold as to speak without permission?” she demanded, her voice quavering.

      Gritting my teeth and ignoring Lilly’s imploring expression, I said, “I prefer my staff to be comfortable around me.”

      “How dreadfully liberal of you, my dear,” she said, her nose wrinkling. “We would never permit such tendencies in our household. Would we, Parson?”

      “Certainly not, m’lady,” Parson huffed from where he stood in a corner of the veranda, his eyebrows as elevated as those of his mistress.

      Lady Sybil glanced at Jonas. “Unhappy fellow, isn’t he, and unappreciative. You provide him everything he needs. Uncivilized, the lot of them. But at least most of them smile which is a form of gratitude, I suppose.”

      Wincing at her remarks, I didn’t dare look at Jonas. As if the afternoon tea couldn’t get any more complicated, Yao strolled into view, the epitome of contentment even if it was a barely dressed version. Lady Sybil abandoned her sniff for an outright gasp. Such was the effect Yao had, even from a distance. Apart from a short, leather skirt, Yao was naked. His broad chest and muscular limbs glowed like mahogany in the sun. His grin revealed bright white teeth.

      “Oh dear,” Lilly whispered and sipped at her tea.

      I glanced at Lady Sybil’s countenance. She was flapping a fan before her pale face; beneath the heavy application of powder, her cheeks began to redden. Her lips pursed tightly shut, she stared at the African who brazenly sat in a chair at the table and smiled at each of us in turn.

      Gulping, I kept my gaze firmly on the plate of scones. Rather than focus on the silence among us, I tuned into the twitter of the birds in the nearby thorn tree, the buzz of insects in the dry grass, and the occasional trumpet of an elephant farther afield.

      A huff announced Lady Sybil’s intention to resume talking. “And what is he doing here?” she demanded, waving her hand at the vampire’s naked chest.

      “Yao is here for a bride,” Yao stated, his face suffused in a sloppy grin.

      Lady Sybil sniffed and eyed the young Adze. “Well, don’t look at me.”

      “All right, Yao won’t,” he agreed with great cheer. Swiveling to face me, he continued, oblivious of Lady Sybil’s hard gaze. “Miss Knight, you promised to help Yao negotiate a dowry with Jonas.”

      “Stupid firefly,” Jonas muttered from my other side.

      “It has been my experience,” Lady Sybil said, raising her voice, “that the best servants are silent ones.”

      Despite being the stoic butler, Parson appeared ready to have a heart attack. Lilly and I exchanged bemused glances. I imagined what Lady Sybil would say if she had any clue she was speaking to a shapeshifting vampire. Eyeing Yao, I wondered when he might bare his teeth. The Adze weren’t renowned for their forbearance. Fortunately, Yao was a more patient example of his species.

      “I believe the entire exercise of colonizing the continent should at the very least result in the appropriate training of the natives,” Lady Sybil said, her voice rising in pitch and volume as she warmed to the subject. “Anything less, and we have entirely failed in our role as civilizers.”

      Not in the least interested in the moral justification of the British empire, Yao continued his own conversation. “Miss Knight, please will you ask Jonas how many cattle and goats he wants?”

      Lady Sybil prodded one of Yao’s finely muscled calves with her parasol. “Young man, you’re interrupting my afternoon tea.”

      Yao studied the various treats laid out neatly on the garden table. His lips curled into a sneer. “Disgusting food. Yao doesn’t want your tea.”

      Lady Sybil’s tongue clicked against her teeth, and her nostrils flared. “That is no way to speak to an Englishwoman, particularly a lady, even if she grants you permission to speak, which I did not.”

      “Lady Sybil,” Lilly murmured, leaning forward and placing her teacup on the table with a soft clink.

      Ignoring her, she prodded Yao again. Yao stared down at the parasol, a frown marring his cheerful countenance, before he glanced at the matriarch.

      Speaking slowly as if attempting to grasp the significance of the proposition, he said, “If Yao waits for permission, Yao might never speak again.”

      Leaning back in her chair, a satisfied gloat on her wrinkled face, Lady Sybil nodded once and said, “Precisely. See here, ladies, how training of the locals should proceed. Finally he is grasping his position in the order of things. Now we need only to clothe him and—”

      Yao glanced at his lap and interrupted, “But Yao has clothes.”

      Scowling, Lady Sybil snapped, “I did not grant you permission to speak.”

      Grinning, his sharp canines gleaming in the light, Yao eyed her covered neck and purred, “Oh, that’s not necessary.”

      “Yao,” I said, gesturing to Jonas to assist me. My gardener smirked, having no inclination to interrupt the entertainment.

      “Yes, Miss Knight,” Yao murmured as he leaned closer to Lady Sybil and sniffed.

      “Good gracious,” Lady Sybil huffed as she swatted Yao over the head with her parasol. “Has he no sense of propriety?”

      Jonas scoffed and said, “None.”

      Lilly stood and pushed back her chair. The scraping of its metal legs against the stone distracted all of us. “It’s been delightful, Lady Sybil,” she said, pinching me on the arm when I remained seated. “We shall have to do this again sometime.”

      “No hurry though,” I added as I rose. “Next year, perhaps. Yao, let’s go.”

      Gazing up at me, Yao asked, “But what about tea?”

      “What about negotiating for a wife?” I countered, ignoring Jonas’ glare and Lady Sybil’s hiss.

      Smiling, the vampire leaped to his feet. “Thank you, Miss Knight.” Glancing at Lady Sybil, he patted his chest and said, “Yao prefers his tea younger, anyway.”
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      “Yao is so exciting about the negotiations,” the vampire crowed, bouncing on his feet. The bare skin slapped against the stone tiles of my kitchen.

      “You’re excited, not exciting,” I corrected him, trying not to admire his lithe muscles and handsome figure.

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Yao frowned at me. “Wanjiru thinks Yao is exciting. She says so every time—”

      I waved a hand at him, and mercifully he shut up. Closing my eyes, I sighed. “Perhaps you might want to keep that between you and Wanjiru. I’m not sure her father would appreciate hearing the details.”

      Before Yao could argue the point, Jonas stalked into the kitchen. Glaring at Yao, he took up his post by the stove and added water to the kettle. His shoulders slouched, his expression grim, he clenched his gnarled hands around the tattered edges of his faded shirt.

      From one of the rafters, Shelby squeaked, her long tail flicking in the air above my head. Simon strolled into the kitchen, glanced at the scene and said, “I believe I have somewhere else to be.” Spinning on his heel, he exited the kitchen.

      “Coward,” I called after him.

      “I merely have a heightened sense of survival, my dear,” he replied before closing the door to his office.

      “And on that note,” I said, turning to Yao and indicating with a twitch of my head that he should proceed.

      “Yao wants to marry your daughter,” Yao said, extending his arms before him as if welcoming his future father-in-law into an embrace.

      “No,” Jonas replied, his scowl deepening on his wrinkled face.

      “So much for negotiating,” I muttered. Clearing my throat, I said, “Jonas, Yao did help reinstate the life-death cycle.”

      Yao puffed out his chest and rocked back and forth on his feet. “Yes, he did! Yao is a hero. And don’t forget, Miss Knight, about the dragon. Yao battled a dragon to steal some rocks to give to the Creator.” He nodded his head and patted one hand against his chest. “Yao did that.”

      Leaning against the stone counter, Jonas wagged a finger at Yao and said, “So you, you’re a thief.”

      “Yes!” Yao replied with a smile just as I said, “No, of course not.”

      Gasping, Yao directed an outraged glare at me. “Miss Knight, Yao is a thief and a very good one.”

      Shelby shrieked and leaped to another beam overhead. Smacking a palm to my forehead and leaning my elbows onto the table, I said, “I have a zombie processing my imports, a husband trying to resuscitate his business, a poacher to battle and a wedding to help plan. I don’t need another headache.”

      “Bah,” Jonas said, turning his back to us to stare at the kettle. “Me, I don’t need one either. So I say no to the bug.”

      Directing his unhappy gaze to Jonas, Yao defended himself. “Adze aren’t bugs.”

      Swiveling to face us, Jonas stepped forward and placed his fists on his hips. “And my daughter isn’t going to marry a fly.”

      “Firefly,” Yao corrected, shaking a finger at Jonas. “Flies can’t create light from their backs.”

      “Me, I don’t want an Adze in the family. No vampires,” Jonas said, puckering up his lips as if he was going to spit on the floor. I half-rose, pursing my lips together, and Jonas restrained himself.

      Yao growled, his sharp nails digging into the wooden table as he leaned forward. His elongated canines glittered. Before Yao could permanently remove Jonas from the conversation, I laid a hand on the arm closest to me, as if that could restrain him.

      “Jonas, what does Wanjiru want?” I asked, hoping to inject a degree of civility and logic into the male brains.

      “She wants Yao,” Yao declared, straightening up. “She said I’m—”

      “Jonas,” I interrupted Yao.

      Grumbling, Jonas turned to face the stove and lifted the boiling kettle. As he poured water into my teapot, he said, “She’s a child.”

      “She’s a grown woman,” I said. “Don’t you trust her?”

      Jonas muttered under his breath. Yao’s hands clenched, his nails now firmly embedded into my table and leaving deep gouges.

      “And you, what will you do when she gets old?” Jonas asked, glancing over his shoulder to stare at Yao, his features strained.

      I sat back in my chair. It was a good point. I wondered what Drew would do once Cilla aged. At least in that case, there was always the option of turning Cilla into a werewolf, as horrid a notion as that was. Would Drew do that? Would Cilla want him to give her the deep and rather painful bite of transformation? I shuddered at how complicated love could be.

      “Yao will care for her always,” Yao replied, extracting his nails from the indents in the wood and straightening. “Whatever she needs, Yao will find a way to make it.” Pausing, he gazed up at the rafter where Shelby hissed at him. “And if Yao can’t make it, he will beg, borrow or steal it.”

      “You mean buy it,” I said, smiling up at him.

      “Maybe.”

      Jonas flung up his arms. “Me, I don’t trust vampires.”

      “I take offense at such a statement,” I said, frowning at Jonas.

      “Yao also takes offense,” the vampire said, placing a fist over his heart and lifting his chin. “Yao is very offensed.”

      “Offended,” I corrected him. “My father is a vampire, and he is completely trustworthy.”

      “Hmm,” Jonas huffed, his worried scowl still directed to his would-be son-in-law.

      “And there’s a church being built,” I added, hoping Jonas was softening to the idea of having a firefly in the family. “Or a chapel, really.” Coughing, I admitted, “To be honest, it’s more like a hut with a cross on top but at least Nairobi will have a place of worship. They can be married in it.”

      Scratching his head, Jonas said, “Me, I don’t care where they marry. The one we pray to is the one that created everything and everyone. That one Creator doesn’t care where you pray.”

      “You’ve never spoken of your beliefs,” I said, leaning my chin on my hand and eyeing Jonas.

      Jonas stared at me and shook his head. “Why should I talk about it? You can see how I live.”

      “And he said he doesn’t care where we marry, didn’t he, Miss Knight?” Yao said, grabbing my shoulder. “He did. So he has given permission. Yao will arrange the dowry.”

      Before Jonas could protest at the misinterpretation of his statement, Yao dashed out the back door in a blur of joy and was gone.
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      I wake up right before they murder my parents.

      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, mesmerized by 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 rattled 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’s lips twitch in a mockery of a smile, 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 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.

      “She can live, Penelope,” a deep voice booms over me as the wild, wet dog smell of the werewolf smothers my senses. A muscular, hairy arm loops around my waist.

      Sobbing, Mother stares into my eyes, desperation warring with hope.

      “Mama, no,” I shriek. “Don’t let it take me.”

      “I love you, Beatrice,” she says, her face covered in tears as lake water churns around her. “It’s going to be all right.”

      I know it won’t be. The lie smacks me into action. I begin to scream and kick, my hands reaching for her. But she pulls back, her beautiful eyes focused on me even as the carriage sinks below the surface.

      My screams wake me.

      

      “Beatrice,” Simon murmured as he struck a match to light the candle on his bedside table. As the flame flickered, and the scent of honey and wax drifted around us, he rolled over and pulled me into his embrace.

      My body reacted, curling up so I could tuck myself under his arm and never leave.

      “He was there, but not to kill me,” I mumbled as Simon stroked my hair. “He was… Prof. Runal was there.” I glanced up, distracted by the tumultuous fragments of memory that were finally swirling into a cohesive whole.

      “He was there to murder your parents, if I recall,” Simon breathed against my forehead.

      “No.” I shook my head hard enough for locks of hair to swish before my face. “Nameless the dwarf was there for that reason. But Prof. Runal came to rescue me. My mother understood his intention. She allowed him to take me.”

      Pulling away, I stared into Simon’s eyes. “He was saving me from a death sentence that had been applied to my whole family. The Society wanted me dead as well, and he saved me. Prof. Runal saved me.”

      The amazement produced from that revelation momentarily silenced us both. In the silence, I mulled over my response to this new truth. What would I say to Prof. Runal when next we met?

      “But why didn’t he tell you this before?” Simon asked. “Why would he let you believe the worst of him?”

      Lowering my cheek to his chest, I whispered, “Because he knew I would never believe him.”
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      Upon waking, I resolved to seek out Prof. Runal and confront him with my new knowledge. Still dazed from learning my former mentor and employer wasn’t actually guilty of attempting to murder me, I stumbled into the kitchen, hoping Simon was there. Instead, I beheld an old crone sitting at my kitchen table.

      If she stood at full height, she wouldn’t have reached my shoulders. Hunched under a red shawl, she looked frail, as if a heavy gust of wind could sweep her off her feet. Every limb was bony, the wrinkled skin of her arms and neck sagging. Her white hair was so short as to be almost invisible. She scrunched up her brown face into a network of wrinkles. Yet her small, dark eyes twinkled with intelligent energy as she studied me with great interest.

      “Well,” I spluttered, glancing at Jonas who stood by the stove, watching the kettle and ignoring the woman. “Good morning.”

      “Bah,” she spat out and grinned, exposing gums that held more empty space than teeth.

      Nodding and smiling at her, I sidled over to Jonas.

      “Mr. Timmons, he’s gone into town,” Jonas said before I could ask.

      “So I gathered by his absence,” I said. The kettle began to whistle.

      “And him, he said to wait for him, and not to go out in this weather,” Jonas continued, glancing meaningfully at the bulge pushing against my skirt.

      “Oh, did he, now?” I grumbled. Before Jonas could insist on Simon’s message, I asked in a quiet voice, “Are you going to introduce me to our guest?”

      The whistle increased in pitch and urgency. Ignoring it, Jonas rubbed a gnarled hand over his scalp and scowled. “Mama Jonas.”

      “Mama Jonas,” I repeated, returning the old woman’s gaze. “Oh, this is your mother?”

      Grunting, Jonas brought down my teapot from a shelf. The kettle’s whistle was now bordering an angry screech.

      Assuming his grunt was an answer in the affirmative, my smile widened as I nodded again at Mama Jonas. She smacked her gums in return. “How wonderful she’s here to visit you,” I said, scooping tea leaves into my engraved metal teapot. Glancing out the window, I noticed a dark storm cloud on the horizon and hoped Simon would remain in town. “I’m sure you’re happy to see her after so long.”

      “Bah,” Jonas replied, his face wrinkling up like an old apple as his scowl deepened. “Me, I wish she stayed at home.”

      Clucking in admonition at him, I asked, “Now who wouldn’t want to see his mother again?”

      “Me,” Jonas promptly replied, finally meeting my gaze. “Me, I wouldn’t. She’s a witch.”

      “That’s being a tad harsh, isn’t it?” I suggested, hoping Mama Jonas couldn’t understand English.

      “No,” Jonas said. “She is a witch. Really.”

      “Oh.” My eyebrows rose of their own accord. “Well, that is interesting. Have you offered her anything to eat?”

      Staring at me as if I had a third eye growing on my forehead, Jonas asked, “Why would I? Me, I don’t want her to stay.”

      “Jonas,” I huffed. “She’s probably traveled a long way to see you. The least you can do is offer her some refreshments. After all, she is your mother, and we should always be delighted to receive a visit from our parents.”

      Ignoring his shaking head and wide eyes, I picked a piece of bread from the bread box, put it on a plate along with a dollop of jam, and set it on the table in front of the old woman. “Here you go, Mama Jonas.”

      Leaning over the plate, she sniffed deeply and loudly, her nostrils flaring. A heavily veined and knobby hand hovered over the bread, fingers twitching. Snorting, she tore a small piece and set it on her tongue. She chewed a couple of times, then spat the mushed morsel onto the floor.

      Wiping a hand across her mouth, she said, “Bah. Horrid. This no food.”

      Beside me, Jonas chuckled. Shrugging, he said, “Delightful, isn’t she?”

      Swallowing hard, I ignored the glob of disgusting substance staining the stone floor. Instead, I continued my study of the old woman. I knew many colonialists would make the mistake of assuming her limited grasp of the English language and her rough, native attire were somehow connected to her intelligence. How these things were related was beyond me but the attitude was prevalent among European humans. Yet the eyes staring back at me were brimming with keen understanding.

      Glancing at Jonas, I asked, “Will your father also be joining us?”

      Jonas shook his head.

      “Bah. Men. They just want my body,” Mama Jonas cackled.

      “Oh, my,” I said, hoping my tea was ready. It would have to be, I decided, and poured a cup. The mere scent of the divine brew calmed my nerves. Unsure if I could handle a conversation with his mother, I turned my attention to Jonas. “So… Is that her name? Mama Jonas? She doesn’t have another name?”

      Shrugging, Jonas picked at his tattered shirt. It was my conviction he purposely wore his oldest, most disheveled clothes to annoy me, despite having several new shirts and pants. “Everyone calls her Mama Jonas. But her given name is Mzito.”

      I coughed up tea, setting the cup down hard enough to chip the bottom of it. “Mzito?” I repeated, gasping around the lingering tea in my lungs.

      Frowning at me, Jonas patted my back. “Miss Knight, you need to take better care. What will Mr. Timmons say if you died in the kitchen? Him, he’d blame me.”

      “I’m grateful for your concern, Jonas,” I muttered as I studied the old woman more carefully. I had brought the mystery parcel home with me but hadn’t opened it. Now, I wished I’d done so when I had the chance. Faced with the owner, I couldn’t open it, much less keep it. Well, I could, but it wouldn’t be appropriate.

      “A pox on appropriate,” I said. Ignoring Jonas’ raised eyebrows and his mother’s cackle, I hastened out of the kitchen and entered Simon’s office.

      “You’re not really going to give it back to her, are you?” a voice whispered in my ear.

      “Gideon,” I chided, automatically slapping my hand up to my ear. “In my delicate condition, you should take better care not to startle me. So don’t float through walls and materialize before me.”

      Playfully pouting, Gideon sunk into Simon’s leather chair. “I wish I could materialize. That would imply I have a body.”

      “Perish the thought,” I grumbled.

      Kneeling, I pulled the parcel from under the desk. The brown wrapping was rough against my hands. I clutched the parcel to my chest, wondering at its contents. Although not big, it was a hefty weight. Something rustled as I set it down on the desk.

      “Don’t open,” a raspy voice ordered behind me. “Not good.”

      I swung about in time to see Mzito toss aside the red shawl as she entered the office. She was attired in a leather halter top and skirt, both stained ochre and decorated with beads and small bones.

      “Really?” I pondered my options: to squint or not to squint.

      Squinting allows me to perceive a living creature’s energy field. Much can be deduced from a perusal of that energy. Normally, I refrain from squinting at people, especially normal ones—if there is such a thing; I feel it to be an invasion of privacy. Besides, I don’t really want to know everything about everyone I meet. Most people are not particularly interesting, and the rest are too interesting, sometimes disturbingly so.

      However, this was a different matter, as it was connected to a murder of sorts. Squinting at the crone, I detected a force in her energy that was more than what a normal human possessed. She wasn’t a shapeshifter or demon but she was powerful.

      “Is this yours?” I asked.

      Her answer was a wide grin showing a gap where her top and bottom front teeth should have been.

      “Mine,” she said, waving a gnarled hand toward the box from which the rustling sound repeated.

      “What is it?” Gideon asked, eyeing the box as it began to bounce around the table.

      “Customs no can see,” Mzito replied, shaking a crooked finger at us, her smile unwavering. “They take no chai.”

      Frowning at the diminutive witch—for surely she was a witch and a powerful one at that—I said, “I’m certain they drink tea, and plenty of it.”

      She laughed, a jolly sound that caused me to chuckle even though there was nothing humorous in my statement. “Chai mean pay something so no see.”

      “I think she means a bribe,” Gideon said as he pretended to read Simon’s ledger.

      Mzito’s smile widened. “Yes,” she said, nodding at Gideon. “Ghost correct. Bribe. Chai. Same, same. No take bribe.”

      “Mr. Bilco refused a bribe to leave your boxes unopened,” I said, “so you killed him.”

      “Dead, yes, but not now,” she said, her demeanor cheerful as she hobbled toward us. “Better now. He no argue with Mzito.”

      She extended her hands, the nails long and jagged, her fingers curled. “My needfuls help me work,” she said and smacked her lips.

      As if divining my thoughts, Gideon muttered, “Anyone who can kill a man one day and revive him the next should be given their box without argument.”

      “Agreed,” I said and handed the rattling parcel to Mzito.

      She hugged it close to her chest as if embracing a child. Her twinkling eyes peered over the box at me. “We meet again,” she said and shuffled out of the office with impressive speed for a person so bent with age.

      “Was that a threat or a promise?” I asked.

      “Both,” Gideon said, grinning at the prospect.

      I huffed. “Whatever it is, there’s a pot of tea waiting for me in the kitchen.”

      “And Mr. Bilco?” Gideon asked, following me. Just as I sat down at the table, the storm swept over Nairobi. Thick sheets of rain pounded against the clay tile roof. Large drops splattered against the windows. I could imagine the chaos in town: carts and wagons abandoned as their passengers scurried for shelter while Victoria Street turned into the world’s longest mud puddle.

      Shrugging, I said, “Maybe Jonas’ mother is right. Death seems to have had a positive influence on the man.”

      On that note, I poured a cup of tea and waited out the storm.
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      The moment the downpour ceased, I snuck out of the cottage and hurried to the barn. I would’ve succeeded if Simon hadn’t arrived just when I was stooped over, tying my boot laces.

      “What a delightful pose, Mrs. Timmons,” he drawled.

      My face flushed, I straightened up just as he strolled into the barn, his horse clopping behind him. Both were soaked, rivulets of water coursing down their backs and faces.

      “Really, Mr. Timmons,” I said, frowning at the inconvenience of his timing. “You are a scoundrel.”

      “Indeed,” he replied as he led his horse into its stall and left it to enjoy a handful of oats. He leaned against a wooden post, his hands tucked into his pockets, his dark hair flung about his face and shoulders in wild disarray. Water dripped off the ends of his long, damp trench coat. While his pose was casual, his eyes were as stormy as the sky. To the uninformed observer, he appeared to be a pirate searching for a ship to plunder or a woman to ravage.

      “I’m going to find Prof. Runal,” I explained as I tugged on Nelly’s bridle, half-hoping he would argue with me. It wouldn’t take much to dissuade me from going: a short lecture on the dangers of riding through the mud while pregnant would do it; why, just the offer of a cup of tea and a foot massage would more than suffice.

      Instead, Simon nodded and said, “Yes, it’s about time you had it out with that dog.”

      “Drat,” I muttered and glanced at him when he chuckled. “You are impossible. Why did you arrive just now if not to stop me from racing after the storm?”

      Simon bent at the waist and peered toward the doorway. Squinting, he studied the sky. Satisfied, he straightened and shrugged. “I think it’s safe enough out there. At most, you’ll receive a mild misting and a few bugs splatted across your face.”

      Glaring at him, I said, “Charming as ever.”

      Unfazed by my irritation, Simon pushed away from the post and pulled me into his arms. Kissing my forehead, he said, “It’s time. And I prefer a damp wife to one plagued by nightmares.”

      Sighing, I patted his chest and pushed away. “I suppose you’re right.”

      His bushy eyebrows rose. “Now, those are words I never thought to hear.”

      Snorting a laugh, I wagged a finger at him and said, “Don’t get too comfortable as I doubt you’ll hear them again for some time.”

      “I’m sure I won’t,” he said, smiling as he turned to look after his horse. “Do be careful, won’t you? Or rather, be home for afternoon tea.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of missing it,” I assured him.

      As it turned out, I arrived in Nairobi with no bugs crushed against my face or crumpled in my mouth. The storm had cleaned the air and swept all such nuisances away. After such an easy flight, Nelly took it into her head to land in a deep puddle, thus splattering red mud across the lower half of my skirt.

      “Wretched beast,” I scolded her. She merely nickered cheerfully before slowing to a drowsy, plodding gait, her eyes half-closed.

      The approach to town was deserted as people huddled inside until the last of the storm clouds drifted away. A lonely two-wheeled wagon creaked by us, heading out of Nairobi toward the forest in the hills nearby. A pair of sodden oxen lumbered along, their eyes partially shut as they chewed their cud and dreamed of better days. The wheels were almost as tall as I and squelched along the muddy trail; the wood was bleached by sun into a light yellow. Thin metal rods stuck out from the back end from under a tattered tarp.

      “There’s only one destination for such an odd cargo,” I told Nelly. “It must be for Dr. Cricket’s new automaton project.”

      Nelly snorted, unimpressed by the news.

      It was only then, as Nelly’s hooves sloshed through the thick mud of Victoria Street, that I realized a flaw in my plan: I hadn’t the faintest idea where Prof. Runal lived. Determined to avoid him, I had never bothered to ask for his place of residence.

      Nelly’s ears flickered, and she arose from her sleepy state to glance back at me.

      “You know where he is?” I asked, grateful most people were still locked away inside. Then again, Nairobi dwellers were accustomed to stranger sights than a woman talking to her horse.

      Snorting, Nelly began to trot with just enough energy to fling clumps of sticky mud upward. Now two-thirds of my skirt length was covered in an unwholesome pattern, and all for nothing. Rather than lead me to Prof. Runal’s home, Nelly continued down the length of Victoria Street toward the train station and halted in front of the constabulary.

      Tugging at the reins, I said, “I’ll have you know that Mr. Rossenrode is considering opening a small glue factory next to his grocery store. And you do know what a key ingredient of glue is?”

      Nelly sniffed at her front hooves, produced a clearly audible bodily eruption and promptly fell asleep.

      “Really, what an impossible nag,” I muttered as I slid down and studied the squat, stone building. I suppose it was fitting that the constabulary should be a dismal and unappealing structure. After all, we wouldn’t want the town drunks and other nuisances spending the night in a welcoming place.

      Despite being a relatively law-abiding citizen—at least when it suited me—I was far too familiar with the interior layout and decor. Both Simon and I had been interrogated for different crimes, and Simon had spent more than a few nights as the guest of Chief Constable Dougal. I’d also had the pleasure of stealing evidence from under the bed of another constable. It had all been for a good cause, mind you.

      Leaving Nelly to her slumber, I mounted the three wooden stairs which led up from the street to the doorway. Using the edge of the top stair to scrape some of the mud from my boots, I entered the small reception area.

      The building was stuffy, humid and stunk of mold, sweat, fear and whatever beverage Dougal had imbibed the night before. Facing the door, the man sat slouched over a messy desk. The only other objects in the room were a sorry-looking, wooden filing cabinet and two chairs. As with the man, all the furniture had seen better days. Through another door was a narrow corridor leading to the two holding cells.

      Upon hearing the door slam shut, Dougal jerked awake and stared at me, his brow furrowed as if he couldn’t quite remember who I was. While I waited, I studied his mottled red skin, the bleary eyes and the spiderweb of red veins across his cheeks, none of which were the result of the equatorial sun.

      “Ah, Miss Knight… er, Mrs. Timmons,” he spluttered as he stood.

      “Busy night?” I asked, tapping my walking stick against a stubborn clump of mud sticking tenaciously against one boot. The clod broke loose and disintegrated into a pile of wet dirt.

      “Ah, oh, yes,” he replied, glancing at the door leading to the cells. The movement almost caused him to topple. Only a shaking hand against the edge of his desk centered him. “A busy and strange night to end a peculiar week, ma’am.”

      Considering our location, I wasn’t overly impressed by his statement. I only considered it strange if a week went by without some peculiar occurrence or sighting.

      “Oh?” I said, my tone disinterested as I pondered how I would find Prof. Runal. Despite her obnoxious manners—or lack of any manners—Nelly was seldom wrong. Perhaps the werewolf had just departed after a friendly chat with the constable?

      “Yes, ma’am, we’ve had a time of it, I can tell you,” Dougal bristled, perhaps detecting my doubt. He cocked his head toward the back door, his eyes narrowing as if he could see the current occupant of the holding cells. “Nothing you need concern yourself with, of course.”

      “I’ll do my best not to,” I replied, trying not to inhale deeply. The constabulary’s stench was more pungent than usual.

      As if encouraged by my lack of curiosity, the man continued, “It’s really nothing we can’t handle.”

      Rubbing my nose, I said, “I’m sure.”

      “Well, if you must know, my deputy swears to me he used one of the cells to lock up a stray dog last night,” Dougal mumbled and rubbed his eyes. “But this morning, instead of a dog, I found a naked man.”
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      It takes a lot to astound me. A naked man dwelling in the prison cell at the other end of the corridor couldn’t do so; but learning that the unclothed man had been a dog the night before most definitely could. In fact, the news elicited from me a gasp.

      “My apologies, ma’am,” Dougal hastened to add. “I didn’t mean to shock your delicate feminine sensibilities with my disturbing news.”

      “Hardly,” I said with an indelicate smile which I quickly covered with a hand and a suitably ladylike cough. “I mean, it’s more than shocking.”

      “It is, ma’am,” Dougal said and nodded with the gravitas the situation deserved. “I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

      “Indeed, not,” I said, searching for a befitting excuse to encourage Dougal to leave.

      “He’s clothed now,” he continued to reassure me lest I faint away at the notion I was standing in the same building as a nude man. “Or rather, he has a blanket to… ah… cover himself.”

      “One can only hope he’s putting the blanket to good use,” I said. “Well, speaking of naked men, I came to inform you that Charlie the Nell is making a spectacle of himself. Again.”

      At the mention of Nairobi’s infamous lunatic, Dougal sighed and fell back into his chair. The dilapidated piece of furniture groaned and squeaked its protestations.

      “You’d best go,” I insisted. “He has his fork out and is combing his chest hair in the lobby of the Stanley Hotel. It’s thoroughly unhygienic, and what will the touring hunters say when they return to London? That Nairobi is so ill-governed that we allow any sort of behavior. They’ll also think twice about using any of our silverware for eating.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Timmons,” Dougal said as he heaved himself into a vertical position. “I’ll see what I can do with Charlie.”

      “You’ll do splendidly,” I said and followed him outside. I watched him meander down the street, in no apparent hurry to confront anyone, least of all a wide-eyed madman with a penchant for combing his chest hairs with a fork.

      Once I was confident Dougal wouldn’t change his mind, I mentally apologized for the lie, slipped back into the constabulary and hastened down the narrow corridor to the two holding cells.

      The cells were furnished even more meagerly than the reception area, each boasting one wooden bench upon which lay a thin, soiled mattress. A narrow window across from the cells allowed in some light and musty air. Within one of the cells, wrapped in a grungy, gray blanket and projecting an air of utter dejection was none other than Prof. Runal.

      “Beatrice,” my former mentor and employer spluttered as he began to stand, then thought better of it when the movement threatened to expose his legs.

      Averting my gaze, I waved at him. “Please, do remain seated. I insist.”

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” Prof. Runal said as he lowered himself to his bench. “Quite right, indeed.”

      The creaking of the bench reassured me he was once again seated. Clearing my throat, I lifted my chin but before I could launch my hastily prepared speech, the old werewolf said, “I do apologize, Mrs. Timmons, truly I do.”

      Frowning, I studied my two hands as they clenched the top of my walking stick. “And for what do you apologize? I suspect you have a number of crimes from which you can select.”

      He didn’t reply immediately. In the resulting silence between us, I stroked the skeletal prosthetic fingers of my left hand, admiring the smooth metallic surface. Through the window behind me, the rumble of wheels and the hee-haw of a donkey floated.

      “I suppose all of it,” Prof. Runal finally said, his booming voice echoing against the damp stone walls. “All I’ve done or have somehow approved for others to do, either through my action or inaction.” He rubbed a beefy hand across his chin, creating a scratchy sound of skin against beard.

      Swallowing hard, I asked, “Why are you here? How did they catch you? You’re normally more in control than that. How foolish of you. How will you ever explain it all?”

      Prof. Runal shrugged as he peered up at me. “They’ll explain it themselves, and blame it on the constable who put me in here. Does it really matter?”

      “No,” I said, turning away from him. “No, I suppose not.”

      Shifting his weight, he leaned against the stone wall. “Do you know they dismissed me from my role as Director of the Society for Paranormals?”

      Shrugging, I glanced around the dismal space. “I surmised as much.”

      “And after all my years of service,” he said, studying his clasped hands. “Decades of service. They banished me to this outpost, sent away to redeem myself. Or not.”

      Huffing a short laugh, I touched one of the bars. It was cold and unyielding. “Well, that makes more sense. I find it hard to imagine you voluntarily moving to this place. Then again, it’s rather poetic, really. After all, you arranged our transfer here, forcing the Steward family into bankruptcy to achieve your plan.”

      “For your protection.”

      I snorted, wondering why I’d bothered to visit the old wolf.

      As if divining my thoughts, he asked, “And why are you here, Beatrice?”

      The door to the other cell was open; I strolled in and sat on the bench, facing Prof. Runal with only iron bars between us, bars and a chasm of lies and years. I shuddered as I visualized what it would be like to be locked up in this place. Underneath my boots and against my back, rough, heavy blocks of stone emphasized the impossibility of escape. How had Simon managed living in such a condition, especially when he had been innocent of any serious crime?

      “Beatrice?”

      “It’s nothing,” I muttered and stood up, the smallness of the cell suffocating me. “But you’re probably where you deserve to be, even if you didn’t try to kill me that night.”

      Wood creaked as the man shifted under my accusation. “So you remember?”

      “Nightmares, dog,” I spat as I thumped the metal tip of my stick against the stone. “I replay my parents’ death every night in my dreams. And you’re there. You were always there. You let them die.” Glancing at him, I whispered, “But not me.”

      “Of course I didn’t,” he said, his voice soft. “I couldn’t let you die.”

      Glaring at him, I dropped my walking stick, marched to the bars separating us and gripped two of them. “Of course you didn’t? But you had no issue condemning my parents to death, did you?”

      “Some things are bigger than us, Beatrice,” he said but he couldn’t meet my gaze.

      “Of course they are,” I snarled. “The Society—”

      “No,” he interrupted, standing up and staring at me, his werewolf eyes glowing yellow. Gripping the blanket with one beefy hand, he held up the other hand. “Love. Love was bigger than anything I had at that time. Bigger even than my orders.”

      “Love,” I repeated, stepping back but unable to release the bars.

      Prof. Runal clenched and unclenched his free hand. “You don’t believe me capable?”

      “What does that have to do with any of this?” I yelled, kicking at the bars and grateful for the pain it caused my foot. Physical pain was bearable; it would pass.

      “Your mother was condemned before you were born,” he said, pacing before me. “Condemned, Beatrice. Not by me. Never by me. Even when she rejected…” He paused, his hand raised in a fist. “Even then, I protected her as long as I could, more than I should have. But there’s a limit to everything.”

      Before I realized how close he was, he was standing before me, his large hand clutched over my human hand, trapping it against the cold, unyielding bars. The heat of his nearness warmed my skin. “I protected her until I could no longer do so.” His yellow gaze pierced me. With every word, he squeezed my hand. “And then, for her sake, in her memory, I protected you.”

      Shaking, I tugged at my hand but he wouldn’t let go.

      “Even as a child, you were powerful,” he continued, his gaze softening. “And they knew it. The real leaders of the Society, the men lurking in the shadows behind the Director, they knew what you could become. And they wanted nothing more than to rid themselves of the potential threat. The daughter of the most powerful witch of the century, half vampire with the energy of a werewolf and powers as-yet untapped.” He sighed. “What a marvel you are. They only let you live when I convinced them I could control you.”

      “Why…” I paused, detesting the snivel in my voice, the tremor in my hand. “Why didn’t you ever tell me then?”

      He shook his head, hair flinging around as he sniffed. “I was a coward, Beatrice, a miserable coward.”

      I had my own theory: he had always been a loyal servant to the Society; it was his first love, if indeed he was capable of such an emotion. Love. My mind retreated from exploring what he’d meant by his statement about love.

      Perhaps sensing my doubt, he leaned closer, his large nose almost touching a bar. “I didn’t want you to know that your parents had been murdered, Beatrice. I was afraid you’d ask questions, and that’s never a safe thing to do, not then, not there. It wasn’t safe.”

      Finally, he let me go and gestured around him. “And that, my dear, is why I am here.”

      I closed my eyes before the moisture gathering there could burst forth. The bars alone kept me upright until I could muster my energy.

      “I’m proud of you, Beatrice,” he continued, his voice embracing me with the tenderness of a father.

      But he’s not my father, I reminded myself even as the tension in my shoulders loosened.

      “I’ve always been proud of you, even from afar,” his words caressed my heart. “You have so much potential, so much more than you know.”

      “Koki is training me,” I said before I even realized I wanted to tell him. The knot in my throat and the burning in my eyes faded as I continued, “She’s already taught me a lot.”

      “Good,” Prof. Runal said. “That’s very good, my dear. You must continue, persevere, until you have mastered your potential.”

      I opened my eyes and stared at him, stared at this creature who had been such a powerful force in my life. Perhaps he had in fact resisted the Society’s orders for as long as possible. And I could well believe those orders included the murder of a child; such were the shenanigans one could expect from those who manipulated the inner workings of the Society for Paranormals.

      Despite all the wrong he’d done, what would I be now without Prof. Runal’s presence in my life? Either dead, or even worse, an ignorant woman miserably going through the motions of normalcy even as her inner truth suffocated under the injustice of life as a second class citizen in Victorian England. Certainly I wouldn’t be here, far from the machinations of the Society and the oppressive expectations of English society, married to a devoted man and pregnant with our child.

      My hands unclenched from around the bars. Impulsively, I stretched out and placed my hand on Prof. Runal’s arm. “Perhaps, once you get yourself out of here, you can pop by the shop for a cup of tea?”

      A tentative smile appeared behind his beard. “I’d like that, Beatrice. Yes, I’d like that very much.”

      Stepping out of the cell and into a patch of sunlight sneaking through the narrow window, I smiled and said, “So would I.”
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      “If it was up to me, I’d decapitate him.”

      As such a statement was entirely within the realm of possibility with the she-demon, I ceased trying to chat with the birds and stared at Koki.

      Shrugging, she tilted a hip to one side and lifted one hand to admire her long nails. “What? The world would be a safer place without that dog.”

      Nelly stretched her neck over the stall door and chewed at a corner of Koki’s simple, flowing red dress.

      “That dog,” I said, “deserves a second chance. And even if he doesn’t, I want to give him one, as I gave you, Koki.”

      “I earned it,” she said, swatting at Nelly and frowning at me.

      “I have to say I agree with the insect,” Gideon whispered as he floated through the barn rafters, playfully chasing Shelby.

      “Those are words I’d never thought I’d hear,” I said as I stretched my arms and massaged the knots in my shoulders. How long had we been in the barn, practicing how to talk to birds? And had we missed afternoon tea? It certainly felt like it.

      Koki pushed away from the pillar she was leaning against, stepped to my side and touched my arm. “Be careful with him, Miss Knight. He has a lot to atone for. Don’t take him at his word for he can be deceitful. Complicated. As long as he’s alive, he’s dangerous.”

      “And he did kill your first husband,” Gideon called out from above. “Don’t forget that. Your best husband, too, I might add.”

      Shaking my head at the both of them, I pursed my lips. “I know he’s no angel, but he did the best he could in an awkward situation.”

      “Awkward.” There was a heavy pause. “Is that what murder is called these days?” Koki said, her full lips twitching into a smirk as she brushed Nelly’s drool off her dress.

      Nelly snorted and peeled her lips in a horsey laugh. Somewhere on the rafters above us, Shelby screeched until Koki wagged a finger at the monkey.

      “It was the Society’s orders, not his,” I said, sinking onto a square bale of hay. Pushing damp strands of hair off my forehead, I watched as the birds—several weavers—flew out the barn in a twittering cloud of yellow.

      “You lost your birds,” Koki murmured as she sauntered to Nelly’s side and stroked the horse’s nose. Simon’s horse and the ox retreated deeper in their stalls, eyes rolling at the proximity of a formidable predator in their midst.

      Using the sleeve of my shirt, I wiped sticky dampness off my neck. “Who knew talking with birds could be so tiresome? Birdbrains, indeed.”

      Glancing sideways at me, Koki clicked her tongue once. “Your lack of focus is a reflection on you, not on the birds. I do hope your offspring fares better in that department.”

      “Her name is Emma,” I said, closing my eyes and sagging against the wooden planks of the barn wall. It wasn’t that hot outside, yet I wanted nothing more than a cold bath.

      “Well, thank heavens it is a girl,” she said, turning her back to me as she strolled around the small barn, her bare feet barely rustling the scattered hay, red fabric swishing around her ankles. “We need more witches. She will be a witch, won’t she?”

      “I assume so,” I said, waving a fly off my nose. “I don’t care.”

      “Bah!”

      The word blasted through my heaviness like a gunshot. Lurching up, I jerked around to face the barn door. A small woman stood there, hands on hips, feet apart, the sun behind her casting her face in shadows.

      Speaking of witches…

      “And what is that?” Koki drawled, gesturing to the figure.

      Gulping, I said, “Mzito, Jonas’ mother.”

      “Huh.” Koki peered at Mzito, an eyebrow raised as she studied the figure. “I didn’t think that grumpy, old man even had a mother.”

      Uttering an exasperated sound, I glared at Koki. “Of course, he has a mother. Just how do you think he came into the world?” I raised a hand just as she opened her mouth. “On second thought, don’t tell me. I’m sure it’s vile, wretched and likely to cause me stomach cramps.”

      Stepping toward Mzito, I smiled but before I could summon the wit required to engage in social niceties, Koki said, “We’re in the middle of training, Mama Jonas. You’ll have to come back another time if you want to borrow a bucket.”

      “Koki,” I hissed, my cheeks flushing. But Mzito cackled, startling Simon’s horse. Nelly snored.

      “Bah, you no train,” Mzito said, gesturing toward Koki with a grand sweep of one arm, beads and bones clicking on her leather tunic.

      A small groan escaped me, and my eyes fluttered closed. This could not end well.

      “Baby make you hot,” Mzito croaked.

      I squinted at Mzito. “Well, I suppose so.”

      Mzito nodded her head as she stepped into the shadows of the barn. Ignoring Koki and any sense of personal space, she stalked toward me and placed a hand over my swelling stomach. For a moment, I stared at her, unable to utter a protest as she smacked her lips and hummed to herself.

      “Really,” I huffed, “this is—”

      “Baby girl,” Mzito stated. “Very powerful witch. Better witch. Best witch.”

      Unsure if the old woman was giving a blessing or a curse, I stepped back. “That’s reassuring, I suppose.”

      Smacking her lips, Mzito stepped forward. “Bah. Makes you pee too much.”

      “Good grief,” I whispered.

      Koki chuckled and said, “Well, that’s certainly true. Maybe if you drink less tea—”

      “What a repugnant notion,” I protested, staring between the two African women and wondering if they’d both lost their minds.

      Mzito pointed a gnarled, bony finger at Koki. “Teach more.”

      Koki lowered her chin and sneered at the diminutive woman. “And just what do you think I’ve been doing?”

      “Bah,” Mzito said and smacked her lips. “Wasting time.”

      If Mzito had been a man, she’d have lost a limb, if not her head, by now. As it was, Koki had stiffened, her nostrils flaring and her eyes narrowing as if she were contemplating how best to punish Mzito for her insolence.

      “I’m sure she didn’t mean that,” I said even as I stepped back, removing myself from the line of attack, should one come. I settled myself back onto the bale of hay.

      “Then you and I have a different interpretation of her garbled babbling,” Koki said, her voice as soft as a cheetah slinking through the tall grass, preparing to pounce.

      “More spells,” Mzito crowed, shaking her hands around her head. “More and more and more.”

      Above our heads, Shelby screeched and waved her little arms in imitation.

      “We’d rather not,” I said, my arms crossed over my waist. “You see, until Emma is born, we’re not going to take any unnecessary risks. Are we, Koki?”

      The she-demon shrugged and smiled. “Well, not more than usual.”

      Scowling, I continued, “You see, a woman in my condition needs to be somewhat sensible about her activities. It’s inconvenient, to be sure, but I really must accept the limitations imposed by—”

      “Bah, not sensible,” Mzito interrupted, flinging her arms out. “Learn more. Poacher is—”

      “Yes, we know,” I said, waving at Koki not to interrupt me. “But exposing my unborn child to spells that could be dangerous for her is not going to help us.”

      “Bah, danger,” Mzito said, raising her arms. “Danger already here.”

      “Isn’t it always,” I muttered, picking a piece of straw out of my skirt.

      “No,” she insisted. “Here. Poacher is here.”
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      “Where?” Koki snarled, twirling around and searching the barn with her piercing gaze.

      Nelly lifted her head, snorted at us and fell back asleep.

      Mzito planted her hands on her hips and cackled. “Not here, here,” she said and waved an arm over her head. “Nairobi, here.”

      “Are you quite sure?” I asked, breaking the piece of straw in half with a satisfying, crisp snap. “Surely we’d have noticed him by now.”

      “Bah,” the old witch replied. She stamped a foot, causing the bones and trinkets on her leather skirt to tinkle. “Blind. Blind, blind, blind.”

      “Aren’t you charming,” I said and leaned against the wooden wall, grateful for my seat, despite its crunchiness. If this is how weary I felt in my first trimester, how unbearable would it be by the end? “I have to visit the facilities.”

      “Again?” Koki asked, her lush, dark lips twitching as if they were deciding between a smile and a sneer.

      “Yes, again,” I retorted, frowning both at her and my inability to manage for more than an hour without an outhouse nearby. Maybe I should consider lowering my consumption of tea.

      The moment the traitorous thought flitted through my mind, I gasped. “It starts with tea,” I reprimanded myself, “and the next thing you know, you’re revolting against the Crown.”

      “You’re talking to yourself again,” Koki said, eyebrows raised and long nails tapping along Nelly’s stall door. “So, little witch, where precisely is the Poacher?”

      “And how do you know he’s here?” I added, studying Mzito with renewed interest and wondering if I should ask the old hag for a few lessons.

      Best not mention that aloud, I decided and furtively glanced at Koki, hoping my thought hadn’t somehow slipped out. The last thing I needed was an offended she-demon. She might just shape-shift into her giant praying mantis form and show Mzito how she really felt.

      Mzito waddled toward me until she filled my view. Her shoulders were stooped, her back curved over. For a powerful witch, she had terrible posture, but I didn’t allow myself to judge her too harshly. After all, she’d killed the customs officer, then brought him back to life.

      As if reading my thoughts, she nodded. “My zombies,” she croaked.

      “Oh,” I said. Leaning to one side, I explained, “She killed the new Customs officer, Mr. Bilco, a few days ago.”

      Snorting a short laugh, Koki smirked. “Well, there’s no loss there.”

      “Yes,” I said, “Simon would quite agree. But then she resurrected Mr. Bilco.”

      “What a waste of energy.”

      Shifting against the prickly hay, I sighed, wondering if I would ever have such powers and would I want them. “That may be true. However, since dying, he’s become remarkably efficient at his job.”

      Grinning, Koki crossed her arms. “Perhaps we should ensure all the bureaucrats in this town are equally efficient.”

      “Indeed.” Turning my attention to Mzito, I asked, “How many have you killed? Actually, don’t answer.” I shook my hand in front of me for emphasis. “It’s best I don’t know how many government officers are zombies; at any rate, I haven’t noticed any difference. So your zombies told you he’s here?”

      Nodding with the gravitas the conversation deserved, Mzito said, “Poacher moves his prey in, out, in, out.” She flicked her fingers back and forth with each word. “Customs know what moves in, out.”

      “Spies,” Koki exclaimed, her eyes brightening. “How delicious.”

      “Bah,” Mzito spat. “They taste horrible. But know what comes, goes, in, out. Most recent coming and going is here. Baby lion shifter, other baby shifters, moved here.”

      “But who is this Poacher?” I asked, glancing at Koki who shrugged; Mzito shook her head, deep frown lines creasing her face. “How can you not know? You’ve both hunted him. And now you’re saying he’s here in Nairobi. Surely you’ve seen a glimpse or…” I snapped my fingers before my face. “Or something.”

      “He’s too clever for that,” Koki said, hands clasped behind her back as she strolled around the barn. Shadow and light played across her features as she passed through a sunbeam. Pausing in front of the ox’s stall, she tapped her nails along the wooden stall door; the poor beast cowered in a corner, trying to make itself invisible. “He uses others to carry out the work.”

      I reflected back on my visit to Lagos. It seemed a lifetime ago. “There was an Obayifo—a vampire warlock—on the docks the night I rescued the Brownies. Could it be him?”

      Koki snorted and leaned against the stall door, studying the ox as if it was her next meal. “He’s a nasty piece of work but no. I caught many of the smugglers and scared the others into abandoning the profession. But the Poacher.” She kicked at the straw, her eyes glowing, her features hardening. “That monster was always one step ahead.”

      “It wasn’t…” I swallowed hard, ignoring Mzito’s lip smacking and incomprehensible mutterings. “You don’t think it’s Prof. Runal?”

      Snarling, Koki glared at me. “What, are you suspecting your good friend?” Pushing away from the stall, she sauntered toward me. “No, little girl, as much as I would like to place the blame of all evil at the feet of your dog, he’s not the Poacher. I would have smelled his canine stench a mile off.” Leaning over me, she narrowed her eyes, her hands fisting by her side. “That doesn’t mean he isn’t involved. But he’s not the one we need to find.”

      “What did the Poacher do to you?” I asked, my voice soft against the ferocity of Koki’s expression.

      Koki straightened and strolled toward the barn door, her lithe figure bathed in the afternoon sunlight. “It doesn’t matter,” she said before she departed. “But he will pay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      With Mzito’s warning buzzing through my mind, I spent the remaining day trying to tame my bladder and ready myself for a wedding.

      “It’s about time those two finished their prolonged courtship,” Lilly grumbled. “We’ve both married and had children in the time Cilla and Drew have been courting.” Biting the tip of her tongue, she attempted to stuff Grace into a frilly white dress that boasted a lace trail as long as my arm.

      My baby niece wanted nothing to do with the monstrosity. Although only three months old, she was strong enough to make her opinions quite clear. Kicking her little feet against the nursery dresser upon which she lay, she arched her back in protest, wailing as if we were attempting to murder her rather than clothe her.

      Then again, I didn’t blame her. I’d never been a fan of frills and lace; they were far too scratchy and fussy, and could so easily snag the feathers of an arrow. I’d lost a critical shot because of one such blouse; never again, I’d vowed.

      “That’s hardly fair. They weren’t courting the entire time,” I suggested as I put the finishing touches on the bride’s bouquet. “Do stop torturing that baby. We need to check on Cilla. I hope she’s not a nervous wreck like you were.”

      “I most certainly was not,” Lilly said, flinging her perfectly coiffed curls over her shoulder with a toss of her head. Then, her face settling into an uncharacteristic frown, she lowered her voice as she picked Grace up and bounced her in her arms. “Have you any news on the Poacher?”

      I didn’t reply to her immediately, pretending to tweak the bouquet into perfection. It really was a beautiful arrangement, although I had little to do with it. Jonas, of all people, had prepared it using native flowers including the poisonous Angel Trumpet.

      “Beatrice, did you hear me?”

      Sighing, I schooled my expression before lying. “No news is good news, Lilly. There’s nothing to worry about. Let’s just get this event over with, shall we?”

      Her small nose twitching, Lilly pulled Grace’s hand away from her pearl choker. It was a beautiful piece that Tiberius had given her after they’d announced their engagement.

      “For someone who doesn’t like weddings,” Lilly said, “you’ve managed to participate in quite a few, two of which were your own.”

      “Which is precisely why I find them tiresome,” I said, leading the way out of the nursery. “The reception is the superior event. After all, while an unwise choice of spouse can result in all sorts of headaches, one can’t go wrong when there’s a buffet of food at hand. And if the food happens to be disagreeable, it doesn’t last long. The same cannot be said of an objectionable spouse.”

      “Really, Beatrice,” Lilly huffed and glanced at my feet which were stuffed in a pair of her shoes; the dark red matched the color of my dress. “At least you’re appropriately attired now. It’s a good thing we’re about the same size. I can’t believe you were going to wear boots with that dress. What were you thinking?”

      “That I want to be comfortable and be able to walk without risk of tripping over my heels,” I said, glaring at the fancy, high-heeled torture devices Lilly had loaned me.

      Grace cooed and smacked her gums at me as she bounced over her mother’s shoulder.

      “At least someone appreciates my sentiments,” I said and tapped Grace on her nose with a finger.

      Cilla was in the library where Lady Sybil was overseeing the final details or, more accurately, playing tyrant while Wanjiru attempted to follow contradictory instructions.

      “The stays should be tightened, girl,” Lady Sybil shrilled from the wing-backed chair nearest the fireplace. Clicking her tongue against her teeth, she added, “In my day, only women in a scandalous condition would dream of loosening the waist so extravagantly.”

      “Heaven forbid they should want to breathe,” I said to Lilly as we entered the library.

      “Wanjiru, please loosen it a bit,” Cilla whispered to my distraught shop assistant who, upon seeing me, abandoned her role and rushed to my side.

      “Miss Knight,” she wheezed, her dark eyes wide and her soft, light brown features uncharacteristically strained.

      “Go,” I urged, keeping my gaze fixed on the old lady on the off chance she revealed herself to be a giant bat masquerading as a human. Given Lady Sybil’s treatment of others, it wasn’t such an improbable notion, although I suspected I had just mentally insulted all the bats and demons of the world.

      “To where is that girl rushing?” Lady Sybil demanded as she lifted her wrinkled chin and stared down her long nose at us. Even though she was seated and we were standing, she somehow gave the impression that she was elevated well above us, lording over the preparations from her throne on high.

      “Aunt Sybil, I think it’s fine. I’m ready now,” Cilla said, her cheeks flushed as she swished the long, ivory skirts with her hands.

      Lady Sybil sniffed as she beckoned us to enter. “And we know what happens when young ladies think too much, don’t we?”

      “Not really,” I said as Lilly and I sat on a sofa.

      “I wouldn’t expect anything else from you, Mrs. Timmons,” Lady Sybil said, her large nostrils flaring.

      Surely the old bat had to be some sort of ghastly creature in the guise of propriety? Determined to ignore her, I admired Cilla. While all brides have a certain beauty by virtue of being brides, my dearest friend appeared particularly radiant and angelic. Her hair was swept up in swirls of golden locks, and a lacy train flowed down the back of the simply styled dress.

      “And whoever heard of a night wedding? Now all the guests will be wearing gray and black. How very somber.” Lady Sybil muttered, although her mutters were loud and well enunciated. “Then again, one can’t expect too much, given the character of your guardian.” A sniff punctuated her feelings on Simon Timmons. “Really, I don’t know what your parents were thinking when they allowed you to come to this forsaken part of the world.”

      Lilly took a great interest in examining the pearly white buttons on Grace’s dress; for her part, Grace tried to chew on one of those buttons. I could only hope someone had done a thorough job sewing them on. Then again, the baby was a Popobawa, and it was rather difficult to kill a demon. I knew this from personal experience.

      “Well, it’s just that…” Cilla’s voice shrunk before the fierce gaze of her great-aunt. Glancing at me for moral support or perhaps a club with which to smack the interfering relative, she gulped and murmured, “A few of the guests can’t attend a day wedding.”

      “Can’t, or won’t?” the good lady shrilled, tapping her fingers against the armrests. “I’ve never heard of such inconsiderate temperaments.” Glancing above our heads as if searching a distant horizon for answers to this puzzling lack of manners, she added, “It must be the deleterious effects of too much equatorial sun.”

      At that moment, a vampire walked into the room.
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      Normally, I wouldn’t advise rushing into the arms of a vampire unless one had a death wish. However, there are always exceptions to every rule.

      “Father, you’ve returned in time,” I gushed and fell into his embrace as Cilla and Lilly turned to him with equal delight.

      Although shorter than my half-brother Tiberius, Mr. James Elkhart had the same graceful bearing as his son. Slim yet well-proportioned, his clean-shaven face was composed of elegant features. A classic vampire of Mediterranean persuasion, he appeared middle-aged. His skin was a few tones lighter than Tiberius’, and his eyes were light brown, like watered-down tea.

      “Oh, and thank you for agreeing to play your violin,” Cilla said and giggled when Father lifted her proffered hand to his lips.

      Lilly rose to greet her father-in-law just as Lady Sybil demanded, “Not to put a fine point on it, but I thought your father was dead, Mrs. Timmons.”

      I froze; very few people knew of my family connection to the Elkharts. To reveal the truth—that my mother had a child with a man to whom she wasn’t married—would have exposed us all to scandal and censure. Father chuckled even as his eyes widened upon spotting a stranger in what we all thought of as his library.

      Gripping my arm, Lilly forced a wide smile. “My cousin and I grew up together like sisters,” she said. “I suppose, as a result of our closeness, Mr. Elkhart has extended his fatherly affection to her.”

      “And being a poor and lowly orphan,” I added, my eyes narrowing, “I greatly appreciate his efforts.”

      Lady Sybil sniffed and clicked her tongue. “This is most peculiar.”

      “You have no idea,” I said under my breath.

      “Now, now,” Father murmured before gliding toward our unwanted guest. “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure of an introduction.”

      “Quick, let’s make our escape while Father distracts her,” I whispered, tugging at Cilla and Lilly.

      “Poor Mr. Elkhart,” Cilla said as Lilly held up her lacy train.

      “He’s a vampire,” I retorted the moment we were in the corridor. “If anyone can manage that woman, he can.”

      Giggling, we retreated to the nursery only to discover Mrs. Steward exiting the room, her purple dress billowing around her.

      “There you are,” she cried and snatched her granddaughter out of Lilly’s arms. “How’s my little Grace? Have you been a good girl?”

      Snorting, I said, “Unlikely. She’s a baby.”

      Lilly elbowed me while Cilla giggled. My aunt ignored me, said something about how pleasant the bride looked and retreated into the nursery, her entire attention on Grace who cooed and waved her hands.

      We continued to the next room, a small sitting room overlooking the one part of the garden that actually looked like a garden instead of a semi-tamed piece of the savannah. Collapsing into the chairs around a low table, we chatted about nothing of consequence while Cilla did a poor job pretending she wasn’t nervous.

      After Cilla shook the bouquet for the fourth time, I reached over and removed it from her grasp. “It won’t do to destroy the flowers before the wedding, Cilla,” I warned.

      Lilly patted Cilla’s hands. “Don’t worry. Everyone is nervous before their wedding.”

      “And you are marrying a dog, after all,” I added.

      Lilly glared at me. “That wasn’t helpful, Beatrice.”

      “It’s true,” I said and gazed out the glass door leading to the garden. “I just hope Drew behaves himself. You know my brother hates crowds. You’re going to have a rather antisocial life with him, Cilla. At least there’s no moon tonight.”

      Before Lilly could lecture me about my lack of consideration or Cilla could reassure me that she knew full well what marrying my other half-brother would mean for her social calendar, a woman screamed.

      Cilla sprung up and gasped, one hand twitching over her chest. In a faint voice, she said, “It sounds like someone’s dying.”

      “Really, I wish people would die more quietly,” I huffed.

      Lilly stared at me and said, “It sounds like my mother.”

      Only when the woman screamed again did we both leap up, shouting, “Grace!”

      We darted into the corridor just as Mrs. Steward did the same.

      “She… She…” Mrs. Steward collapsed against the doorframe and gestured inside the nursery.

      Stepping over Mrs. Steward’s quivering legs, I beheld Grace. The baby was sitting in her crib, shaking a bone rattler with excessive enthusiasm. Clearing my throat, I looked over my shoulder and said, “Lilly, darling, she’s teething.”

      “Why, yes, she is,” Lilly replied, forcing a smile as her eyes twitched from one side to the other, as if trying to keep both her baby and her mother in her sight simultaneously.

      “But they’re pointed!” Mrs. Steward wailed and flapped her lavender-scented handkerchief before her flushed face.

      “The eye-teeth generally are,” I said.

      My aunt scowled at me. “Not that pointed. Beatrice, you know how frail my nerves are. What a fright I’ve received. I shall be bedridden for a week.”

      “If we’re lucky,” I said.

      Smacking my arm, Lilly positioned herself so she blocked Grace from Mrs. Steward’s view. “It’s all the strain of caring for us,” she said, her voice soothing.

      “And the dim lighting,” I added.

      “Yes,” Lilly gasped. “The lighting is dreadful in here. Of course, Grace doesn’t have pointed teeth or… or anything else out of the ordinary, Mama.”

      Mrs. Steward wailed into her handkerchief. “My poor, deformed baby.”

      “She’s not deformed,” Lilly snapped.

      Cilla bent over Mrs. Steward and rubbed her shoulders. “There, there, it’s all right. Why don’t we go to the kitchen for a cup of tea?”

      Lilly frowned at Cilla, ignoring Grace’s efforts to climb out of the crib. “Why don’t you go outside and get married?”

      Her cheeks flushed, Cilla glanced around. “But the music…”

      “Just started,” I finished for her as delicate violin strains drifted down the corridor. “Father must’ve managed to escape Lady Sybil’s clutches.”

      Heavy footsteps rushed toward us.

      “Uncle,” Cilla said, sagging against the wall.

      Simon grinned at me before placing his hands on Cilla’s shoulders. Kissing her forehead, he said, “I believe it’s time. Shall we?” Glancing down, he smirked. “Why, Mrs. Steward, we’ve set up comfortable chairs in the garden. You don’t need to squat on the floor.”

      “I’m not squatting,” she protested, flicking her handkerchief at his knee. He flung his head back and laughed, ignoring Cilla’s request to hush.

      “Come, Mama,” Lilly said and assisted Mrs. Steward to her feet. “Let’s go find seats. Beatrice, please bring Grace.”

      Rolling my eyes, I waited until Mrs. Steward was well away before turning to Grace. The baby was chewing on the edge of the crib, her chubby hands gripping the crib’s bars. Despite her tender age, she was strong and capable of holding herself upright with some support. Then again, she was a Popobawa.

      Scooping her up, I waved a finger in front of her. “It’s not your fault your father’s a bit batty, now is it?” I said.

      She flashed a set of fangs at me.

      “No, not at all, you little demon,” I continued as I followed the sound of music and the murmurings of a restless crowd. “But just between you and me, the human world is a dreadful place to grow up. Shall I share a piece of sage advice a clever man once gave me?”

      Grace giggled and attempted to bite my chin.

      I thought back to the first day I’d formally met Prof. Runal in his office. Certain members of my family were convinced I should be institutionalized for my overly active and unhealthy imagination. He had saved me from that fate.

      Clearing my throat, I stared down at Grace and shared his words. “You see, my delightfully strange child, normal humans become terribly upset when confronted with their ignorance about reality. Therefore, you mustn’t share the full truth with polite society. It disturbs them greatly. Do you understand?”

      Cooing, Grace raised her bone rattler and whacked it against my nose. And that, I suppose, was as close to an intelligent answer as any.
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      By the time I arrived at the scene of the outdoor wedding, Grace’s fangs had retreated, and Lilly had seated a mildly calmer Mrs. Steward at the back of the small crowd. Dressed in a dark suit, Simon was about to escort Cilla down the short, flower-lined aisle to where Drew was standing next to Mr. Evans. Jonas had strategically placed torches around the area, and their flames provided a warm light against the encroaching darkness. Purple bougainvillea petals were scattered underfoot, their delicate petals vibrant in the soft firelight.

      Mr. Evans, the train stationmaster and part-time, multi-denominational clergyman, stood facing the audience. His eyes, magnified by a pair of thick glasses, overwhelmed his pink face. He gulped and twitched, as nervous-looking as if he was about to be married. Then again, Mr. Evans always seemed ready to jump out of his own skin. I could only hope he’d keep his stutter to a minimum.

      It was a great relief to see that my brother was dressed appropriately, groomed sufficiently and in control of his canine side. I nodded at him as I sat at the front, next to the Hardinge family. Drew’s yellow eyes blinked slowly at me as if he still couldn’t believe this was happening to him. Tiberius, standing next to him, murmured something to him, and he attempted to smile. Grace blew a milky bubble and smacked her head against my chest with a hearty thump.

      “How does Lilly manage,” I muttered just as Father finished a song with a flourish of his bow before starting a delicate rendition of Pachelbel’s Canon in D Major. The crowd swiveled to watch the procession, uttering complimentary comments as Cilla glided like an angel toward her future as the wife of a werewolf.

      “How lovely they look together,” Lady Hardinge whispered to me as Simon handed Cilla to Drew.

      “They both look like they’re about to faint,” I replied even as I wondered what was in store for them. At the very least, where would they live? We were soon to lose our home. And…

      I shook my head. For at least this evening, I vowed to banish all concerns about our imminent eviction from the Hardinge Estate and the presence of the Poacher. As if sensing my unease, Simon glanced at me and winked. Smiling, I watched Cilla and Drew finally exchange their long-anticipated vows and allowed myself the fantasy that all was well in the world. As Mr. Evans pronounced them man and wife, guests began to clap and Grace fell asleep in my arms, her heaviness a soothing weight.

      Glancing up, I saw a new star twinkle. Although the moon wasn’t present, I recognized the star: my son, Arthur. My smile widened despite the constriction in my throat.

      At least I have Emma, I thought. And Grace.

      People began stirring around me in a rustle of fabric as they shuffled forward to congratulate the couple. Two rapidly blinking eyes filled my view.

      “Mrs. Timmons,” a tall, bony apparition greeted me as he bounced on his heels.

      “Dr. Cricket,” I sighed, my attention on Drew as he didn’t bother pretending he enjoyed greeting all the guests. Fortunately, Cilla’s radiant joy and sweetness made up for his unhappy demeanor. As long as nothing alarmed him too severely, we should be able to survive the evening without him turning into his wolf.

      “Do you recall our previous conversation?” he asked, his limbs twitching as he held his breath for my response.

      Frowning, I stared up at him, wondering when Lilly would remove Grace. Even seated, I found she was a significant weight in my arms. “No, I can’t say I do,” I said, injecting as much disinterest into my words as was socially appropriate.

      Either the inventor was incapable of detecting boredom in others or he chose to ignore it. Pressing on, he enthused, “The funding, Mrs. Timmons. The funding to continue developing new automatons.”

      “Ah, yes,” I said, my inclination to escape the topic growing by the second. Where was Lilly?

      “Well,” he stated, puffing out his thin chest, “you’ll be pleased to know that I’ve completed the assignment. Ten automatons, and all superior in quality than the original Liam.”

      “Congratulations,” I said, my smile thin and my attention wavering. Glancing around for a polite way to end the conversation, I noticed Koki towering above most of the guests, her dark, closely cut hair devoid of ribbons, wigs and fussy hats. She smirked at me as she weaved through the crowd toward Cilla and Drew.

      “I knew you would appreciate my success,” Dr. Cricket said, his smile wide as his hands shook with the energy of his excitement. “In fact, the generous donor visited me just this afternoon and expressed his amazement. Perhaps you’d like to see them sometime?”

      “Perhaps,” I said, hoping I’d never see another pigskin-covered automaton again.

      “They don’t look as delightful as Liam did, though,” Dr. Cricket added, his thin features pinching together as he reflected on his first successful automaton. “The donor didn’t want them covered in skin, for example. No skin, no hair. Isn’t that queer, Mrs. Timmons?”

      “While it’s not the oddest thing I’ve heard of, not by a long shot, it is somewhat mystifying,” I said, trying not to roll my eyes in exasperation. “Who wouldn’t want a pigskin-covered automaton?”

      “Precisely,” Dr. Cricket enthused, rubbing his hands together. “We are very much aligned in our thinking, Mrs. Timmons. Good evening.”

      As Dr. Cricket wandered off, I sank back into the chair, shifting Grace’s weight to a more comfortable position. Whiffs of the banquet floated around me, reminding me I hadn’t eaten in at least three hours. My stomach gurgled in anticipation; I hoped everyone would assume it was Grace making such an undignified noise.

      “What a sweet baby, very sweet,” a booming voice startled me from my meditative mood.

      Prof. Runal loomed over me, his attention fixed on Grace, his bushy eyebrows drawn together.

      “My niece,” I explained, wishing Lilly would take Grace away from here. The first intimations of a headache creeped behind my eyes. My head began to feel woozy, and my eyes flickered closed. I wasn’t the fainting sort, yet a wave of dizziness threatened to make a liar of me. When had I last eaten? Perhaps it was more than three hours ago…

      “Ah, the child of the Elkharts,” Prof. Runal said, nodding as if that explained everything, and stroked Grace’s soft head. “Lovely, positively delightful. She’s very special, isn’t she?”

      My skeletal metal hand twitched as my wolf energy pushed against me.

      Stay, I warned it but was answered with a low growl that I hoped only I could hear. The wolf began to leak out of my hands. The only time my wolf energy forced an appearance was if it sensed danger.

      What danger? I wondered even as I forced my burning eyes to look at the only possible source of danger: Prof. Runal.

      Nonsense, I thought. It’s fine. We’re past this. Aren’t we? Of course we are. He’s just doing what everyone does when they see a cute baby.

      But he’s not everyone, another voice whispered. My prosthetic hand went limp, and the wolf’s shimmering outline began to form next to me.

      I stared at the professor, caught between my conflicting responses to his interest. What if Grace woke up at this inopportune moment and flashed her fangs at him? Then he would know how truly special she was. I swiveled her around in my arms so her face was pressed against my chest. She wiggled and whimpered in her sleep before settling down. Prof. Runal’s eyebrows rose.

      Before the encounter could acquire any further awkwardness, Lilly appeared by my side. “Let me give her to Nurse Manton,” she said as she scooped Grace up without waking her. “The Hardinge children are also going to bed.”

      Indeed, I could hear the two boys complaining and whining as a plump, boxy woman with frizzy hair appeared nearby with a young girl in her arms.

      “There’ll be no arguing about your bedtime, young masters,” Nurse Manton said with all the authority invested in her as the Hardinge nanny. Letting the girl slide down, she plucked Grace from Lilly, expertly tossed the baby over one shoulder and snatched the hand of the girl with the other. “Off with you, lads, or you’ll answer to your father, you will.”

      In a cloud of moaning and pleading, Nurse Manton marched the children toward the house. My arms empty, I watched Grace’s small head rock back and forth, her features like a caramel-colored porcelain doll. Would I ever be able to release my baby into someone else’s care? Did I trust anyone enough to do so? Of their own accord, my hands drifted to the small yet still hidden bulge under my waist.

      “Are you all right, my dear?” Prof. Runal said, bending over to study me closely, his large nose quivering, his kind eyes keenly interested.

      “Quite,” I said, my gaze fixed on the wolf energy that was still too faint to be visible to anyone but me. Why didn’t it return to my hand? My head wobbled, and my vision blurred. Through a haze, I saw Simon appear by my side.

      “Professor,” Simon said, his voice lethally soft, his eyes two storms preparing to hurtle lightning bolts.

      I could sense Simon’s energy thrashing around us, the tendrils eagerly surrounding the werewolf. Before Simon could throttle Prof. Runal or absorb his life force, I said, “Let’s find the food, dear, shall we?”

      Even as I struggled to stand, I could feel Prof. Runal’s curious gaze on me.

      “Beatrice,” Simon murmured in my ear. “Is everything all right?”

      “Of course. Why is everyone asking me that?” I grumbled immediately before collapsing into darkness.
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      I’m no longer in the forest. Instead, I’m floating up, up, up through the heavy, thick branches of the ancient forest. Flitting past sleeping monkeys and swarms of bats, I catch a glimpse of a ridiculously giant snake weaving around hefty tree trunks. Then I’m clear of the branches and flying toward the Hardinge Estate.

      The moon is shining on a scene both familiar and alien: an army of skeletons surround the stone mansion. The animated bones click and clack, their hands clutching various instruments—rusted swords, crooked scythes, broken clubs.

      Soundlessly, I land on the roof, my wolf energy standing next to me, glowing like a second moon. “Where are they?” I ask, searching for my friends. “Not that it really matters. It’s just a dream.”

      “Is it really?” another voice encircles me.

      I glance to one side. An old man stands beside me. Wrapped in an ochre-stained leather wrap, his skin and smoothly shaven head are youthful even as deep lines crease around his eyes and mouth; his eyes are as deep and old as the Rift Valley, but sparkle with childish energy.

      “Koitalel,” I murmur the name of the warrior-prophet of the Nandi. Now I know it’s a dream. Koitalel is dead, murdered by a traitor.

      “I am and yet I’m not,” he says. My confusion must be obvious, for he adds, “Dead. I am and am not.”

      “Because that makes sense,” I say.

      The skeleton army begins to approach the house, the clacking of their bones muted by the dream state.

      “Do you remember when last we met?”

      I huff a laugh. “Of course. It was here, the night you attacked us with this army.”

      He smiles, a gentle, compassionate expression. “What else happened that night?”

      I rub my arms even though I have no sense of cold or warmth. It was only a few months ago, yet I struggle to recall the details.

      “Why was I here?” he prompted.

      “Because…” I gasp. “This is the night Grace was born.” Turning, I point a shaking finger at him. “You were here to steal her from us.”

      “I was here to save her from you.” His tone is soft, his smile tender. “I warned you.”

      As if his words are the key, the memory unlocks itself. I hear Koitalel’s words from that night whispering around me: It is for the best. I do not wish her to be harmed in this battle that you will surely lose. And even if we do not defeat you tonight, how will you raise her among the People of the Fog? Their ignorance creates fear which fuels their hate. They will turn against this child once they see what she truly is.

      The memory fades, and Koitalel clears his throat and asks, “Do you see now why I wanted to take her? Your aunt will not be the only person confronted by Grace’s differences. Not all will be as forgiving. And now they know. They know about Grace and Emma. They are coming for them, Miss Knight.”

      “Who?” I demand even as I realize that I already know the answer.

      Koitalel places a hand on my shoulder, his deep, brown eyes filling my vision. Nodding, he voices my thoughts: “The Society for Paranormals is coming for your children. Wake up, Miss Knight. Wake. Up.”
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      “Beatrice,” a frantic voice bellowed. “Wake up. Damn it. Where’s Dr. Ribeiro? Fetch him now. Bloody hell.”

      The cursing reassured me I wasn’t dead, and that Simon Timmons was by my side. Lacking the energy to explain I was still alive, I groaned.

      “Beatrice!”

      My ears buzzed with the verbal onslaught, adding to the general malaise weighing down my body. What was wrong with me?

      “Emma,” I moaned, trying to open my eyes and check her energy. “The babies. Protect them.”

      “Hush, don’t try to move,” Simon said as he brushed a hand across my cheek.

      “I’m not moving,” I slurred as I tried to sit up. “The Nandi prophet was here. He came to warn me. He—”

      “Sitting up constitutes movement, Beatrice,” Lilly said from my other side. “Good grief, you know how to cause a scene, don’t you? Fainting away like that. What were you thinking?”

      “I object,” I said, my eyes finally opening into slits. The world was a blur of torchlight and swirling fabric. “I didn’t faint. I… Lilly’s ridiculous shoes caused me to miss a step. That’s all. I stumbled.”

      Simon chuckled. “Of course you did, dear. She’s fine. Still—”

      I gasped as my wolf appeared in front of me, its vividly shimmering form now clearly visible to anyone with the ability to see phantoms.

      “Beatrice,” Simon began, his voice low, just as Lilly exclaimed, “Your wolf.”

      My wolf energy loomed over us, its brightness filling my vision. Its lips pulled back into a toothy snarl before it spun around and raced toward the house.

      “Drew!” Cilla shrieked from somewhere behind me.

      Tiberius dashed past us, shouting, “Mr. Timmons, your assistance now, please. Drew, no!”

      “Lilly, stay with Beatrice,” Simon ordered before running after Tiberius.

      “Not likely,” Lilly muttered and began to stand.

      “Don’t leave me,” I wailed.

      While my vision was still blurry, I could almost feel her eyeball roll as she stuffed her hands under my armpits and hauled me into a vertical position. Propping me up, Lilly turned to some of the guests who had clustered around my fallen form. “She’s fine, just a little overexcited.”

      “How preposterous,” I muttered. “My energy just ran off. I couldn’t possibly be excited.”

      Ignoring me, Lilly addressed the onlookers, “Please carry on to the buffet. That’s it. Enjoy the reception. No, she’s perfectly fine or as fine as she can be. Thank you for your concern.”

      Father appeared before me, his expression strained. “Beatrice—”

      “The babies,” I spluttered. “Save them.”

      “Grace,” Lilly gasped and pushed me into Father’s arms.

      “Help her,” I said as I grabbed at his shoulders.

      To his credit, Father didn’t question or hesitate. Scooping me into his arms, he ran after the others at human speed. Once we were screened from public by a hedge, he sped past Lilly and swooped through the house. A commotion led him to the nursery.

      “Grace,” Lilly screamed behind us as she entered the corridor.

      A werewolf howled in response, followed by the shriek and hiss of a Popobawa.

      “Tiberius, your wings will crush us,” I complained as a giant bat wing blocked our view.

      Still carrying me, Father pushed past Tiberius’ wing. Cilla and Simon were pressed against a wall beside the changing table. Drew in werewolf form paced before the crib, joined by my wolf energy. Both of the wolves were snarling, hackles raised.

      On the ground underneath a broken window was a large rock surrounded by shards of glass. Grace was nowhere to be seen.
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      “No,” Lilly wailed and flung herself past us. Ignoring Drew, she collapsed against the crib, leaning over it as if Grace might be hiding in the blanket. “Where is she? My baby. Where…”

      Her sobs mingled with the keening from the giant bat and a howl from the werewolf. Muted laughter and music from the reception mocked us.

      “Father, close the door,” I said as I summoned my wolf energy to me. Reluctantly, it leaped into my hand. “You can put me down now.”

      A hand reached for mine; Simon swallowed hard, glancing at my midsection as if to confirm Emma was still with us, although I would probably have noticed if someone had abducted her. His grip tightened when Lilly collapsed onto the ground. Cilla kneeled beside her and hugged her. Lilly’s head flopped against Cilla’s chest.

      “We’ll find her,” I promised, a terrible fire burning my throat, my stomach, my very blood as I envisioned what I’d do once I found Grace’s kidnapper.

      A knock interrupted my dark imaginings.

      “Go away,” I blurted out as I gestured to Tiberius and Drew to shift. Neither one of them paid me any attention.

      “Open up, little girl,” Koki drawled. “I have something to show you.”

      Father complied to reveal Koki, her form draped in flowing red fabric. Smirking, she glanced down at a bundle in her arms and then up at the Popobawa. “Well, Tiberius, what a doubly proud day for the Elkhart and Timmons families.”

      Rubbing the bundle, she added, “I believe this is yours.”

      The bundle squirmed, wiggled and flapped two bat wings that were as big as the baby-sized body.

      “Grace,” I breathed just as Tiberius lunged at Koki, fangs exposed. His large wings banged against furniture.

      A wide smile wreathed his face as Father plucked the baby Popobawa from Koki’s grasp. “Why, little Grace, aren’t you a clever girl?”

      The small demon bat sniffed, her elongated nose crinkling and twitching. Her wings flapped as she shifted into her human form.

      “Thank heavens,” Lilly said, her voice a mere whimper as she stared wide-eyed at her baby.

      “Heaven had nothing to do with it,” Koki said as she leaned against the doorframe. “I found her flying around the goat roast which, by the way, smells divine even if it is overcooked.” Studying her long nails, she sighed. “Why humans insist on cooking their meat is beyond me.”

      Simon rubbed a sideburn, the scratching of skin against hair audible in the moment of relieved silence. “But someone was here and up to no good,” he said, gesturing to the broken window.

      Tension once again crackled through the room as we all studied the evidence: someone had forcibly entered the nursery.

      “Koitalel warned me the children are in danger,” I said through a constriction in my throat. As I struggled to remember the details of my vision—for what else could it be?—I was unpleasantly interrupted.

      “Cilla!” a strident voice echoed down the corridor from the front door. “Where are you?”

      “Oh, dear,” Cilla said as she assisted Lilly to stand. “It’s Lady Sybil.”

      “Of course it is,” I said, tapping my fingers on the changing table. “Father, her wings. Grace still has her wings.”

      Koki grinned, closing the door behind her. “How thoroughly entertaining.”

      “Cilla,” Lady Sybil called, her heeled shoes clicking on the stone tiles as she marched through the house. The sound of doors opening and closing accompanied her. “Abandoning your guests is highly inappropriate. Are you having second thoughts? I don’t blame you, not in the least. But that’s no excuse for running off like that.”

      Wobbling, Lilly continued to clutch at Cilla. “Tiberius, shift now.”

      “Where are you, child?” Lady Sybil demanded, her voice louder. “I don’t appreciate having to talk to myself, although at least I’m assured of a clever response. Cilla, come out this minute.”

      Bones snapped as Tiberius complied, his black suit still intact.

      “Cilla, is that you?” Lady Sybil asked, knocking on the nursery door. “I may be old but I’m not deaf, you know.”

      “Drew,” I said, kneeling down to his level. “You, too.”

      Drew growled and snarled but refused to change.

      “Cilla, I’m coming in,” Lady Sybil’s voice easily pierced through the wood. “I’m giving you the count of five to sort yourself out. One…”

      Tiberius hugged Lilly to his side with one arm and held Grace with the other. At least they were all in human form now, although I didn’t trust Grace to control herself. And why didn’t she fold her wings away? The light brown bat wings fluttered behind her as she snuggled against Tiberius’ chest.

      “Two…”

      Simon had shuffled around the edge of the room and was now squatting beside Drew.

      “Drew,” I whispered, “she can’t see you like this.”

      “Come on, brother-in-law,” Simon urged, placing his hands on either side of the werewolf’s head.

      “Three…”

      “There’s no time,” Lilly said, her voice still wobbly from her recent shock. “Just stuff him under the crib. The dressing will hide him.”

      “Four. Really, Cilla, I’m not impressed. I’m far too old for these shenanigans.”

      Father assisted Simon to push the reluctant werewolf under the crib. The decorative frills draping down along the edge of the crib did a splendid job hiding the beast. Tiberius snatched up the baby’s blanket and covered Grace’s wings.

      “Five,” Lady Sybil announced just as Simon and Father leaped up in front of the crib, Cilla clutched her hands under her chin, Lilly and Tiberius hugged Grace a little too tightly, I collapsed into the rocking chair, and Koki opened the door.

      Glancing around at the scene, Lady Sybil clicked her tongue against her teeth, her nostrils flaring as if she could scent deception. Staring up at Koki, she huffed. “What’s she doing here?” Staring at each of us in turn, she added, “For that matter, what are any of you doing in here? And Cilla… Are you praying? Well, I’d be too if I was in your position.”

      Koki leaned against the wall, arms crossed, as she eyed Lady Sybil. “So you’re the one causing all the fuss,” she purred.

      “We were merely admiring their baby,” I blurted out as I gestured to Grace.

      “And wondering when I should be so lucky,” Cilla added, stepping forward to distract Lady Sybil from peering too closely at the squirming offspring.

      “Good heavens,” Lady Sybil exclaimed, a wrinkled, heavily veined hand clutching over her heart. “Let’s not talk about such travesties, shall we? It’s thoroughly inappropriate for polite society.”

      Koki shrugged. “Good thing she can't accuse any of us of being polite.”

      Grace wiggled and hissed. I dared to glance over; her eyes were solid black. She was about to shift again.

      “Indeed,” I said, pushing myself out of the rocker as gracefully as a baby hippo on land which was how I was feeling just then. That, and hungry enough to eat a hippo. “Babies are terribly overrated, aren’t they? Shall we return to the festivities?”

      I reached for Lady Sybil’s arm but she stepped back. “Don’t think for one moment you can distract me so easily, young lady. Something’s amiss, and I intend to learn who, what and why.”

      “What about when and where?” Koki asked, chortling as she did.

      “Koki,” Father warned.

      Bestowing on Cilla a piercing stare, Lady Sybil clicked her tongue. “Really, the manners of the native servants are abominable.”

      Pushing away from the wall, Koki snarled. Father glided around Lady Sybil and stood before Koki, unmoved by her threatening expression. “We should all leave now,” he said, his voice calm and melodic. “I’m sure Mrs. Elkhart wishes to put her baby to sleep. It’s quite late for a child to still be up and about. Wouldn’t you agree, Lady Sybil?”

      Sniffing, Lady Sybil lifted her chin but didn’t turn to look at Father or the murderous she-demon glaring at her neck. “Indeed, I’ve always asserted that children should never be up and about past supper. How is one to digest one’s food with little ones running amok?” Nostrils flaring, she clicked her tongue and huffed, “The lawlessness of this household is truly insupportable.”

      Drew growled softly, the tip of his gray tail sliding from under the crib.

      “You have no idea,” I breathed out, trying to catch Simon’s attention.

      “Well, darling,” Tiberius said, forcing a smile and pointedly not looking under the crib. “We’ll all leave you to it then.”

      “Thank you, dearest,” Lilly replied, her cheerful tone as equally inauthentic. “I’m going to do just as Lady Sybil has suggested.”

      Snorting, Koki muttered, “And I’m going to go before I kill someone.” Twirling around, she stalked out of the room.

      “Shall we?” Cilla asked, lowering her hands and reaching for Lady Sybil’s.

      Frowning, Lady Sybil half-turned and stared at the doorway. “Did that African say she’s going to kill someone?”

      I laughed; it sounded strangled and maniacal. “How absurd. Of course not.”

      Simon smirked. “She said she’s going to go before she’s ill on someone,” he explained and waved his hand around the nursery. “She’s claustrophobic.”

      “But where’s your husband?” Lady Sybil insisted as Cilla and Simon escorted her out the room. “I demand to see the vagabond.”

      “He’s nearby,” Cilla said, her voice faint but her grip on her great-aunt firm. “I promise he is.”

      I closed the door once they were down the corridor, then sunk back in the rocking chair, my stomach grumbling. “If Koki doesn’t kill her,” I muttered, “I just might.”

      Grace giggled in agreement right before she turned into a bat.
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      “Koitalel warned me this would happen,” I said as Grace flew around the room.

      Lilly sagged in Tiberius’ arms as she watched her offspring. “Who’s Koitalel?”

      “The Prophet of the Nandi,” I explained, rubbing my temples. My stomach rumbled again as I detected the heady scent of the goat roast. “He warned me that night the skeleton army attacked us. And again, when I… um, stumbled.”

      “Fainted,” Tiberius corrected with a small grin as he watched his daughter fly overhead.

      Glaring at my half-brother, I conceded the point. “Fine. I fainted. And in that pregnancy-induced, hunger-aggravated condition, I had a vision. Koitalel told me the Society for Paranormals is coming for our children.”

      Father straightened up from where he was attempting to lure Drew out from under the crib. “He told you this?”

      Nodding, I gestured to the rock under the window. “It seems to be true.”

      “Prof. Runal,” Tiberius growled.

      “He’s no longer the Director of the Society,” I said, shaking my head. “He hasn’t been for a while. They banished him to this place. And besides, no one outside of our circle knows what Grace is.”

      “That we know of,” Tiberius corrected me, his fine, dark eyebrows crunching together. “We’ve been careful but if Koki can use birds as spies, why can’t others?”

      I rubbed the goosebumps on my arms. Tiberius was right: just as Prof. Runal had used ghosts and other entities as spies in London, he or anyone else could do something similar here. And perhaps we hadn’t been as careful as we should have with Grace.

      “Why not just use the front door?” Lilly asked, wiping at her nose with a sleeve.

      “The wedding guests are on that side of the house,” I said as I joined Father. “We would’ve seen the person. Come on, Drew. We can’t have a werewolf sleeping under the crib. What would Nurse Manton say?”

      After a bit of cajoling, Drew crept out and vigorously shook himself. A streak of smooth, shiny black flickered under his muzzle against his gray fur.

      “What’s that?” I said as I kneeled beside my brother.

      Holding my breath to avoid inhaling the scent of wet canine—a werewolf’s natural body odor—I rubbed his head with one hand and lifted a piece of fabric with the other. A corner of the material was snagged in his teeth.

      Tugging the fabric free, I stood and rubbed it between my fingers. “Light wool, most likely from a pair of dress pants. It seems Drew managed to catch hold of our would-be kidnapper.”

      “Well, I wish he’d caught the rest of the cretin,” Lilly said, her eyes narrowed and her hands fisting against Tiberius’ chest.

      “Who’s wearing black pants this evening?” Tiberius mused as he snatched Grace from the air. The bat squirmed and squeaked before shifting into a human baby.

      I snorted, thinking of Lady Sybil’s objection to a night wedding. “Almost every man present,” I admitted even as I visualized Prof. Runal’s outfit. Was it shiny black? Surely he wouldn’t dare… “Drew, are you going to stay like that all night? You’re shedding.”

      The werewolf barked and slumped by my feet, his tongue lolling out as he panted. A fleck of drool dribbled onto the hem of my skirt.

      “Delightful,” I muttered. “Did you get a look at the culprit?”

      Drew whined and hid his muzzle under one paw.

      “Well, when you decide to join the world of humanity, perhaps you can at least tell us something more useful,” I said. “For now, we can’t have a wedding reception without the groom. What will Lady Sybil say?”

      “Unless the bride also disappears,” Lilly said, her attention fixed on Grace. “Oh, Grace, you tore up your nightdress. And it was such a sweet design, too.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” I said.

      “What is?” Lilly asked as she carried Grace to the changing table. “I’m taking Grace to our room. I shan’t have her sleeping here alone.”

      Tapping my fingers against my thighs, I said, “Yes, she might fly out the window again and poop on the goat roast.”

      “Or the kidnapper might return,” Lilly said, her tone sharp as she frowned at me.

      “That, too.”

      “Their cottage is ready,” Father said. At our confused looks, he added, “Cilla and Drew’s cottage. Tiberius and I can take Drew there. Beatrice, you fetch the new Mrs. Anderson before too many people begin to question Drew’s disappearance.”

      “Poor Cilla,” Lilly sighed as she yanked a new nightdress over Grace’s head.

      “Yes, indeed,” I agreed. “She’ll have to miss that delicious smelling banquet.”

      “And spend her honeymoon with a wolf,” Lilly said and rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Beatrice, you do focus on the oddest details.”

      “Perhaps I do,” I said as I sniffed the torn fabric. All I could detect was Drew’s doggy breath. Why were both my brothers such animals? Shuddering, I slipped the evidence down the front of my dress as the outfit lacked pockets or any other indication the designer cared for practicality and sensibility.

      Leaving Drew in Father’s care, I hastened out the room and down the corridor. “He can’t have done this,” I reassured myself out loud. “He wouldn’t be so brash, so bold. Would he?”

      Upon exiting the house, I hastened to the crowd of guests mingling near the spit upon which a roasted goat hung, its tantalizing aroma nearly overwhelming me. Nearby, a long table beckoned with a delightful assortment of food.

      “I’ll be back,” I whispered a promise.

      As I approached Cilla, I peered through the crowd, searching for Prof. Runal, hoping he was there. I couldn’t see him. Reassuring myself that he could be washing his hands or visiting the outhouse or…

      … making his escape with a torn pant leg…

      Shaking my head to clear the treacherous thought, I pushed through those guests clustered around the bride and grabbed Cilla’s arm with more force than I’d intended. Ignoring the huff of protest from a couple of the ladies, I said in a low voice, “Dear Mrs. Anderson, Mr. Anderson is waiting for you in the cottage.”

      “Oh,” was all Cilla said as she no doubt processed my underlying message: her husband was still in wolf form and had no intention of joining the party.

      Smiling and waving, she allowed me to escort her away from the cheerful flames of the torches and the aromas of the banquet. All the time, I scanned faces and pant legs for any indication of the Poacher or Prof. Runal.

      I could find no indication of ruined wedding attire. Nor did I see Prof. Runal, former Director of the Society for Paranormals.
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      In silence we left the reception, successfully avoiding Lady Sybil. Halfway to the newlyweds’ cottage, I stopped.

      “What is it?” Cilla asked, turning to peer at me.

      While there was no moon, the sky was thick with stars, enough to soften the shadows of night. Even though Cilla didn’t have my werewolf eyes, she didn’t need paranormally enhanced night vision to discern my expression.

      “Even though your new husband looks like a dog, it is still your honeymoon night,” I jested, forcing myself to meet her gaze.

      “I suppose it is,” Cilla said, her cheeks blushing.

      “And it’s safe enough from here,” I added before she could see through my excuse. “Look, your cottage is lit up, and I smell Drew.” I wrinkled my nose to make the point. “As a bonus, Lady Sybil isn’t around to ambush you. So off you go. Whatever happens, tonight will be memorable.”

      Giggling, Cilla hugged me, ignoring my protest that she would muss up our dresses. With a satisfied sigh and a twirl of pearly skirts, she left me.

      I waited until the glow of her dress melded with the light beaming out of the cottage window. Then and only then did I release my features from their forced cheer. Acutely feeling the absence of my walking stick but unwilling to waste a moment to retrieve it, I spun around and gasped.

      “Hello, little girl,” Koki purred as she pushed away from a nearby tree and sauntered toward me, her dark red dress swishing around her ankles. “Going somewhere?”

      I attempted to formulate another excuse until I remembered with whom I was speaking. Scowling at her knowing smirk, I said, “You already know, so stop wasting my time.”

      Her soft laugh would have chilled the blood of anyone not well acquainted with the she-demon. “I know in which direction he’s gone,” she said, her voice weaving in between the rustling of branches overhead and the songs of insects in the grass.

      “Then let’s go,” I said. “Before Cilla comes back for another hug or Drew sniffs me out.”

      “Delightful,” she said and jerked her head toward the forest, a slice of which extended to the edge of the Hardinge Estate. “This way.”

      “It can’t be him, though,” I said, more to myself because I already knew Koki’s opinion of Prof. Runal. Dry twigs, leaves, bits of bone and other debris crunched under my shoes; Koki’s passage was silent. “Why would he try to kidnap Grace? What possible use could she provide him or the Society?”

      “So true,” Koki said as she strolled through the outlying trees of the forest. “Babies are such useless creatures.”

      I huffed a breath and stared up at the tall African woman. The starlight cast a blueish sheen on her dark skin. “Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” I said as I ripped at the leaves of a bush with my skeletal, prosthetic hand. The metal fingers clicked against each other. “My Emma isn’t going to be one of those babies.”

      Snickering, Koki said, “Perhaps but I can’t imagine the incorrigible Miss Knight sitting at home knitting baby clothes while a child snatcher roams the land. I’m up for an adventure.”

      I frowned, again wishing I had my walking stick with me. Lilly had convinced me to leave it at home since it didn’t go with my fancy clothes I’d worn for the wedding. It was an inconvenient truth that such practical and potentially lethal devices were seldom suitable for formal occasions. And now we were entering a forest that was home to all manner of carnivorous beasts, each of which were foul-tempered and happy to snack on a little human.

      “This isn’t an adventure,” I corrected her as I mulled over the idea of returning home to change into more suitable attire and collect a weapon or three. But with each passing moment, the kidnapper was farther from us. “It’s a reconnaissance, that’s all.”

      “Of course it is,” Koki said and chuckled, her features lost in shadow as we drifted under the thick canopy of overlapping tree limbs. “So why not invite that male with whom you cohabit to join us?”

      “Absolutely not,” I said, climbing over a waist-high tree root that was jutting out of the soil. “He’ll try to stop me or, worse, talk sense into me.”

      Koki sprung over the root and landed with feline grace. “We can’t have that.”

      “Definitely not. Besides, I already know it’s not sensible to be running around in the dark forest,” I continued, “especially in these shoes. Really, why do women wear these atrocious things?”

      I stared at the heels Lilly had loaned me for the occasion; they were already coated with globs of detritus and a sheen of mud. Such preposterous shoes even if they were the height of fashion. My personal collection of footwear had only boots and practical, low-heeled, closed-toed shoes. While Cilla wouldn’t have been bothered in the least if I’d worn riding boots to the wedding, Lilly would have. My lack of feminine footwear horrified her on a regular basis.

      “I agree. It’s shocking,” Koki said just as the air shivered with a desperate scream.
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      The high-pitched scream echoed around us, momentarily stilling the background cacophony of nocturnal birds and insects.

      “Gracious,” I whispered around what felt like my heart in my throat.

      Koki shrugged and pushed aside a thorny branch. “Everyone has to eat,” she said.

      “That may be true,” I said, glancing around me. There was nothing on the narrow path. On either side, bushes and ferns obscured my view into the forest. “But there’s eating and then there’s torturing your food before you do so.”

      “Ah, yes,” Koki sighed, her wide smile catching what little light seeped through the thick foliage. “Don’t you ever play with your food?”

      Shaking my head, I reminded myself she was a demon who liked to shift into the form of an elephant-sized praying mantis. What else could I expect from her? Ignoring her chuckle, I hurried along the path in the direction of the scream. Nasty vines covered in thorns snagged and tore at my dress, another item loaned by Lilly. She was going to be furious at the state of her clothes.

      She should really know better than to loan me clothes and expect them returned in one piece, I thought as I swatted at low-lying branches.

      All thoughts of clothes vanished as I stumbled into a small clearing at the base of a waterfall. While not a particularly impressive waterfall, it was tall enough to generate a background rumble as sheets of water pummeled smooth boulders before flowing into a small pool at its base. A fine mist floated around us, the tiny droplets coating my skin.

      I squinted my eyes, searching for the energy signature of a living creature capable of screaming. All that sprung up was the blue haze around a swarm of insects and a red blob around an owl.

      “How peculiar,” I said, studying the scene. “Could the person be farther along the path? Or perhaps something dragged her away already.”

      “Lucky carnivore,” Koki said before narrowing her eyes at the waterfall. “What about that?”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I glanced in the direction of her pointing finger. “Water doesn’t scream,” I said, brushing the cold damp from my skin and staring at Lilly’s ridiculously heeled shoes. They were fit for the rubbish heap. “Even here in this bizarre corner of the world.”

      Koki placed a long, pointed nail under my chin and pushed up. “Look more closely.”

      “There’s no energy…” I paused and stared at and then through the water. “Something’s inside the waterfall.”

      The something was humanoid, possibly male, although it was difficult to discern through the water. Whoever it was, he wasn’t moving. He stood within the current of the waterfall.

      “Why would anyone in their right mind be taking a shower at this time of night?” I wondered aloud as I approached the rippling water lapping against the edge of the pool.

      “Because they’re not in their right mind?” Koki suggested, her bare feet gliding over the treacherous, slippery stones.

      The person must’ve heard our approach and turned his head with a horrendous screech.

      I felt Koki place a hand on my shoulder. “Miss Knight,” she warned.

      “What a strange sound,” I said. “And why can’t I see his energy field? Oh, wait, there it is. But how perplexing. The shape of it is all wrong.”

      Koki’s hand squeezed.

      The sound of rusted hinges silenced the chirping insects. The man stepped to the side, pushing half his body out of the waterfall. His bald head reflected silver in the starlight as did his eyes.

      “His eyes really are glowing. What a peculiar man,” I mused and waved. “Hello, there. Do you require assistance?”

      “Miss Knight,” Koki whispered in my ear, her fingers digging into my shoulder.

      The sharp snap of a breaking stick distracted me. I glanced across the pool in time to see another man step out of the bushes. In the dim light, his limbs were skeletal. Upon seeing us, gears attached to his cheeks whirled into action, and his square jaw swung open ninety degrees to reveal jagged teeth. A series of rectangular metal plates covered his chest and torso. Or rather…

      “He is metal,” I breathed. “And no pigskin, just as Dr. Cricket described. Oh, I do agree with the inventor. They are more appealing when covered up.”

      Koki hissed and twisted me around to face the other end of the pool. A third metal man stared at us from across the river, his eyes glowing like two fierce torches. The gears that made up his arm and leg joints twitched as if the creature was undecided on the direction he should move. The metal rods of his limbs remained still.

      “Goodness, Dr. Cricket has been busy,” I commented, the damp air forgotten as I pulled away from Koki’s grip and spun on Lilly’s muddy heels. More glowing eyes peered out through the foliage.

      A pack of automatons had surrounded us.
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      The realization we were surrounded by sharp-toothed, wide-jawed automatons roused me out of my fascination.

      That, and Koki was snarling in my ear, “Into the water.”

      Twigs snapped and leaves crackled behind and to the side of us as the automatons on our side of the river approached us.

      “Do you have any idea what’s in that river?” I demanded even as Koki tugged me forward.

      “Yes,” she said. “You.”

      With no warning, she pushed me forward. Lilly’s poor shoes didn’t stand a chance on the slippery river stones. One of the delicate heels lodged itself in the river bank and remained there. I did not. Arms flailing, I fell face-first into the cool, frothy water. Lilly’s dress bloomed around me and tangled around my thrashing legs as I attempted to right myself. The other shoe floated past me. I snatched it up. After all, in the right hands, anything can be used as a weapon.

      A strong hand tugged me into a vertical position. Spluttering, I wiped strands of wet hair off my face.

      “Keep moving,” Koki said, undeterred by the rough footing or the force of the water pushing behind us. “We have to get ahead of them.”

      Several automatons had converged around the riverbanks but didn’t get any closer. Instead, they stalked us from the safety of dry land, leaving their screeching comrade frozen under the waterfall. Some crawled, scrambling over boulders and fallen trees like misshapen, metallic, four-legged spiders.

      Although Nairobi was only a few degrees south of the equator, it was at some reasonable elevation. Nights, while pleasant, were by no means tropical. Wading waist-high in unheated water removed what warmth I might have retained.

      Koki trudged by my side, clutching my arm to keep me upright, her features grimly determined.

      “Can’t you just shift into your insect self, knock those tin men onto their backsides and carry me away?” I stuttered, my jaw clattering as cold water sloshed up to my chest.

      “Take a closer look at their arms,” Koki said, her gaze fixed steadfastly ahead of us as if she couldn’t see the creatures on either side. “I prefer to keep my remaining limbs intact.”

      I studied the automaton closest to us—and it was uncomfortably close. Was the river narrowing? The cold was surely slowing down my mental processes, for I couldn’t tell.

      As if realizing it was being studied, one of the automatons crouched down and held out an arm. Instead of a hand, a round blade gleamed in the dim starlight. A flick of the creature’s wrist caused it to spin rapidly to the accompaniment of buzzing. The other automatons followed this example; various nasty extensions whirled, snarled and snapped into life, each as lethal as the next.

      “How creative,” I said, stumbling against Koki. “I didn’t realize Dr. Cricket could be so inventive. If we survive, I shall have to compliment him.”

      “If being the operative word,” Koki said. “You didn’t bring your walking stick.”

      “No,” I sighed. “It wasn’t a suitable accessory for a wedding outfit. Weddings are so impractical. I do have this shoe.” I waved Lilly’s shoe above my head.

      Koki snorted. “How humans have survived this long continues to amaze me.”

      Ahead of us, the river meandered under low hanging branches. Two skeletal metal creatures were clinging to them with their legs, their glowing eyes directed toward us, their arms hanging down among the vines. In between the foliage were a pair of long scissors, a moving saw and a jagged blade, all of them reaching for us.

      “How long can you hold your breath?” Koki asked.

      Before I could think through the question, she pushed me below the surface to the murky riverbed. We surged forward, the current and her legs propelling us under the branches and up.

      Spluttering and gasping for air, I wiped strands of hair off my face. “You could have given me some warning,” I said, too cold to glare.

      Koki shrugged as she rose beside me. “Where’s the fun in that?” Shaking her head, she added, “Fine, if you insist. I am officially giving you warning that we need to go under again. And possibly again after that.”

      She gestured downstream to the tunnel of branches shadowing the river. Automatons were everywhere.

      “How many did that fool make?” I asked, trying to stay upright as we sloshed onward.

      “Enough,” Koki said. “Ready?”

      Water and cold became my world as we alternated between swimming under low hanging branches and sloshing through the river. The quaking and shivering in my limbs no longer generated any warmth. The skeletal fingers of my prosthetic hand hung limp as the wolf energy depleted itself to give me life.

      “Where’s a water spirit when you need one,” I mumbled, thinking of Burr.

      “If the tokolosh was here,” Koki said, her shoulders drooping, “she’d have left at the first sight of these beasts.”

      We heard the roar at the same time. Pausing in the center of a section clear of branches, we stared at each other.

      “A metal-eating lion?” I asked hopefully.

      Koki shook her head. “The waterfall is ahead.”

      Frowning, I forced my frozen brain to remember the geography of the forest. “It’s not too big a waterfall, is it?”

      “No,” Koki said, lifting her chin, a ghost of a smile brightening her features, “but big enough that we could escape these creatures. All we have to do is survive the jump.”

      “Is that all?”

      Ignoring me, she pushed forward. “One more swim and then we should be free of them.”

      As if sensing our plan, the automatons surged over the remaining bridge of branches, crawling over each other in their eagerness to find a space. Blades, saws, scissors and a pitchfork reached for us.

      “Past this point, I’ll be able to shift,” Koki explained, raising her voice against the growing rumble of the falls. “Hang on to me and I’ll carry us down. There won’t be an easy path for them and certainly not a dry one.”

      “Hurrah,” I said, my voice lost in the accompanying cough.

      The branches creaked and bent under the weight of the automatons. One arm extended past the others, its spear-like appendage brushing against the river’s surface.

      “And now,” Koki said, her voice a whisper in the cool mist and metallic clacking.

      One last time, we submerged, my dress billowing around me in a dark red cloud. The frothy water muted the cacophony of the automatons and the approaching falls. For a brief moment, suspended between air and silt, the world was at peace. A cold, exhausted peace but nonetheless…

      As we began to swim under the branches, water surged as something heavy glanced past me. Bubbles rushed from my mouth as I instinctively shouted a warning. A skeletal metal hand descended on my shoulder, yanking me back and down.

      I spun around, cursing the heavy folds of the dress and the useless shoe I still clenched in my frozen hand. Two eyes glowed at me through the murky water, silt flowing around the automaton as its backside landed on the riverbed. Even as the eyes flickered and the limbs began to slow, its jaw opened, revealing sharp, metal teeth.

      Before I could stuff the shoe in its mouth, Koki was by my side, yanking the hand off me. As she tugged me away from the automaton, its other arm jerked up, the spear at the end stabbing Koki in the chest. Koki jerked backward, blood blooming from her wound just as the glow in the automaton’s eyes sparked and vanished, submersing us in darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Clutching the limp she-demon to me was as much as I could manage. I let the current carry us forward until only the roar of the falls filled my senses. Forcing my legs to straighten, I dragged Koki partly into the air.

      “You’d better be alive,” I said, pushing the heel of my palm against the open wound.

      My only reply was a slight movement of her chest as she breathed.

      “Good enough.” I glanced around. The automatons had abandoned the overhanging branches. Their glowing gazes fixed on me, they were standing or squatting along the sides of the river, their lethal appendages clicking and whirring. As I half-dragged, half-floated Koki toward the waterfall’s edge, I expected them to follow but they didn’t.

      “Smart,” I said through clattering teeth, and squinted my eyes against the heavy mist. “Koki, can you shift? Come on, you big insect, you’re not being very cooperative.”

      Not so much as an eyelid flickered.

      Leaning against a boulder near the edge, I peered down to where the heel of my hand pressed against the hole in her chest. The water had washed the area clean, and only a small leak of red continued to dribble out. Thanking whatever god was responsible for the efficiency of demonic healing, I stepped up to the edge of the waterfall.

      “Oh, it’s not that high,” I squeaked after a glimpse down the gushing sheets of water. “It always looks worse from up here, right, Koki? Are you ready?”

      She coughed in response.

      “Good enough.” Clutching her tightly against me and gazing up at the clear patch of sky, I wondered what Simon would have to say on the matter, and if Drew was still in canine form. “I hate weddings,” I declared and jumped.

      The whoosh of watery air flooded every sense for the time it took me to gasp out a scream. Fortunately, I didn’t have time to regret leaving the Hardinge Estate on this mad stroll in the forest. Instead, with my dress billowing around me and a shapeshifting demon pressed against my chest, I plunged into a frothy, cold pool.

      The only benefit of bobbing about in that pool was there were no automatons in there with me. Resolving not to ponder the implications—that the metal men were smarter than I was—I floundered to the shore where I collapsed onto the rocks.

      “See? We survived,” Koki mumbled, her dark lips twitching.

      “Can you shift?” I asked, staring at the automatons as they slipped back into the forest, possibly in search of a path down to the pool.

      “Too tired.” She rolled onto her back, her arms limp on the ground, her lower legs still in the water. Her wound had clotted but there was a grayish hue to her skin. Her eyes rolled under closed lids.

      “Well, I’m not dragging you through the forest,” I said, patting her cold hand. “Nor can we lounge about here all night.”

      Groaning, I pushed myself onto my knees. The world shivered and slanted to one side.

      “Although maybe it’s not such a terrible place,” I added, sinking back on my heels and lowering my head to my hands. “At least I shan’t be scolded here.”

      “Stop worrying. After all, why should Simon be upset over his pregnant wife skipping through the forest and leaping off waterfalls?” Koki said, the smirk returning to her voice.

      Huffing, I peered at her through my fingers. “I was referring to Lilly’s reaction when I tell her I lost both her shoes and made a mess of her dress. Although now you mention it, yes, I probably should be more concerned about Simon.” Slouching until my hands rested against rough pebbles, I added, “And I wasn’t skipping.”

      Before she could add insult to injury, a flutter of large wings caused me to jerk my head back. Wincing at the twinge shooting up my neck, I watched as a large bat circled the clearing before sinking down onto a boulder nearby. His wings stirred up moisture and leafy debris.

      “Oh, look, it’s a Popobawa,” Koki slurred and giggled.

      The bat shifted into Tiberius, his expression unimpressed as he loomed over us, his wings unfurled around him. He looked like an avenging angel. Did angels seek revenge for lost shoes?

      “Lilly must be really mad,” I said before curling up beside Koki and fading into a dreamless sleep.
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      I woke up to a she-demon poking my cheek.

      “Good. You’re still alive,” Koki said then called over her shoulder, “Hello, Mr. Timmons, your wife is awake and ready for your angry lecture.”

      “Traitor,” I mumbled as I blinked against the lights.

      Koki smirked and pushed herself up from where she was squatting by the paisley-colored sofa. Staring down at me, she seemed fully recovered from our night’s adventure. I couldn’t say the same for myself.

      Groaning, I tugged at a pillow and attempted to push it under my head.

      “Let me,” Koki crooned as she stuffed the pillow under me.

      My view now elevated, I confirmed it was still night outside, we were in Father’s library, and Simon was standing before the crackling fire, one hand holding a drink, the other gripping the stone mantle. His back was to me.

      Oh, yes: I was in trouble.

      Flicking nonexistent dust off the white sheet she’d draped around her body in lieu of her torn-up, bloody dress, Koki clucked and shook her head. “Miss Knight, what were you thinking, running off into the forest without a weapon—”

      “I had you,” I said, my gaze fixed on Simon’s stiff back.

      “And without informing your family where you were,” Koki continued, waving a hand above her head to encompass the other occupants of the library. “They were somewhat concerned when you didn’t return to the reception party.”

      Tiberius was standing by an open window in a darkened corner of the room, a thin trail of smoke floating out from his cigarette into the night sky. His black pants and dinner jacket blended into the shadows while the red glow of the cigarette winked at me. Lilly sat across from my sofa, her delicate features uncharacteristically strained as she watched Grace chew on the leg of the coffee table between us. Father was holding a book open in his lap but his gaze was on me, lines marring his forehead.

      Koki clutched her hands before her and continued her lecture in a mocking tone. “What were you thinking, or were you? It was most fortunate that your bat brother decided to search for you. Meanwhile, the male human with whom you insist on cohabiting has been the epitome of distress and dissatisfaction, not to mention—”

      “Enough, Koki,” Simon snarled and gulped down his drink.

      Chuckling, Koki sauntered to the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and tapped her long fingernails against the book spines as she strolled back and forth. “I was merely saving you the effort of castigating your wife. You should really be thanking me.”

      Setting the glass onto the mantle with a soft clink, Simon half-turned. “As you were right by her side, most probably encouraging her, I think I’ll withhold my expressions of gratitude.”

      Lilly rose and moved to my side. After assisting me to sit upright, she reached for the tea set laid out on the table. Pouring a cup, she handed it to me and waited until I’d slurped some of it down. I felt everyone watching me.

      “Beatrice,” Lilly said, her voice soft, sad. Somehow, that was worse than Simon’s stormy gaze.

      “Dr. Cricket’s made more automatons,” I blurted.

      “What?” Lilly said, all color draining from her cheeks. “Liam?”

      “Not Liam,” I said, gripping one of her hands. “They’re worse. Much worse.”

      “Who’s Liam?” Father asked as he closed his book. The heavy, leather cover thumped over the dusty pages.

      “Not a who but a what,” Simon muttered, his scowl directed to the fire.

      Lilly shuddered, scooped up Grace and clutched the squirming baby to her chest. “She used it,” she whispered, kissing the top of Grace’s head. “Mrs. Cricket used Liam to get to us. To me.”

      There was silence apart from the tapping of Koki’s nails against the book spines. Stubbing out his cigarette, Tiberius strode to Lilly’s side, sat upon the armrest of the sofa and rubbed her shoulders.

      “Liam stands for Life Imitating Automaton Machine,” I told Father. “It was Dr. Cricket’s first successful automaton.”

      “Except it wasn’t really,” Simon picked up the explanation. “The thing only worked because it was possessed by the evil spirit of Dr. Cricket’s deceased wife. Then she invaded Lilly and Beatrice, so I had to absorb her—that is, Mrs. Cricket’s—energy.” He grimaced. “An unappealing experience, I assure you.”

      “Good grief,” Father said and sighed. “You children really do get up to a bit of mischief, don’t you?”

      I didn’t respond as I recalled our misadventure with Liam and Mrs. Cricket. I could still see him—or rather it—lurking in my memories. As beautifully designed as Liam had been, there was something off-putting about its near-human appearance. It had always been impeccably dressed in a dark suit and red cravat. Its face, so delicate and intricately created, could easily pass for a real one, at least at a glance. A faint blush had been painted on its cheeks, and the lips were a tender rose as if ready for a first kiss. Its metal skeleton had been covered in pigskin, so similar to human skin and yet…

      Rubbing the goosebumps on my arms, I tried to brush the memory away. “Well, it’s just a pile of metal bits and bobs in a pigskin sack.”

      “And those things weren’t,” Koki said, her features grim. One of her hands rose to her chest and rubbed where the spear had gouged her.

      “Dr. Cricket didn’t even attempt to make them appear human,” I mused. “They were monstrosities.”

      “A rather impressive feat for a man as timid as the inventor,” Koki said. “They were actually ferocious.”

      “Which brings us back to the point,” Simon growled. In the moment he took to forcibly inhale, firewood crackled. A piece collapsed off the pile in a cloud of glowing sparks. “What were you doing in there? No, wait, don’t answer that,” he said, raising a hand to stop me. “What I really mean is: you have other responsibilities now, Beatrice. You can’t go dashing off into the wilds anytime the whim enters that busy head of yours.”

      “He’s right, dear one,” Father added, his voice tender and concerned. He stroked the cover of his book and fidgeted with a ribbon poking out from the pages. “There’s nothing to be gained from all of it.”

      “Of course there is,” I said, ignoring Simon’s glare. “Or have you forgotten that Grace was almost abducted?”

      Father grimaced. “How could we forget? But to go off on your own—”

      “I wasn’t alone,” I interrupted, a pout in my voice.

      “At night and…” Father stared at me, silently imploring me to grasp the notion that running off into the woods at night was an unsound idea.

      “But nighttime is when things always happen,” I protested, returning his incredulous stare with one of my own. He of all people, and a vampire no less, should understand that. “Why wouldn’t I investigate the situation?”

      Simon stepped closer, his hand finally releasing its death-grip on the mantle, and whisper-yelled, “Because. You. Are. Pregnant!”

      “And you’re male, but we don’t hold that against you,” Koki said and paused in her tapping to extract a book from the shelves. “This could be helpful.”

      She held the book aloft so we could see the cover.

      “Birds of East Africa,” I recited and straightened up. “Of course! That’s how we’ll track the perpetrator and all without entering the proverbial lions’ den.”

      “Birds,” Lilly said and shook her head, her dark curls bouncing around her shoulders. “Beatrice, I do despair of you.”

      Simon muttered something not quite as polite, his hands clenching and unclenching.

      “It’s perfectly safe,” I hastened to add, glancing between Lilly and Simon. “I just need to learn how to tap into the brains of birds, and I can use them to fly through the forests and over the savannah. It’s perfect.”

      “Perfectly ludicrous,” Simon said.

      “Are you sure it’s safe?” Father asked, his brows knitted together.

      “Absolutely,” Koki and I said together.

      I added, “Koki will be with me.”

      “I feel safer already,” Simon said, collapsing into an overstuffed, high-backed chair.

      “What could go wrong?” I asked. Before anyone could think of anything, I said, “This is good for me. I never received the training I should have. Now’s my opportunity.”

      Prof. Runal’s words echoed around my own: You must continue, persevere, until you have mastered your potential.

      Pushing through my own doubts about the impact of spells on unborn babies, I murmured, “It’s just birds, Simon.”

      Leaning back into his chair, Simon glanced at Grace as if to remind himself what was at stake. “I have a better idea that doesn’t involve bird brains. Why don’t we join the Hardinge family on their upcoming trip to the coast? They’re taking a beach holiday just before they depart East Africa. Cilla and Drew will also be renting a cottage by the seashore.”

      I winced. I’d forgotten entirely about our other dilemma. In a matter of days or, at best, a couple of weeks, we’d be homeless. I hadn’t spared a thought on finding a new place of residence.

      Seeing my almost guilty expression, Simon pressed his advantage. “On second thought, why don’t you go with them and Lilly? The salty air would do you a world of good. Tiberius and I will find us new lodgings. By the time you return, we’ll be making tea in our new home.”

      As appealing as the plan was—particularly the part about making tea—I hesitated. A flicker of movement caused me to glance toward Koki. She was waggling the book in front of her, smirking at my reluctance to take a holiday. Grace gurgled, hungrily eyeing the table’s leg.

      “They’ll come again,” I said, watching my niece stuff her entire fist into her drooling mouth. “Going to the beach won’t stop them, Simon. They’ll keep coming. I have to do this. For Grace. For Emma.”

      I raised my eyes to meet his stormy gaze. “We have to find them and stop them.”

      Placing his elbows on his knees, he rubbed his hands over his face as if attempting to remove his disgruntlement over my decision. He peered over his fingers at me before dropping his arms, his hands dangling between his knees. Sighing in surrender, he asked, “So what do you need me to do?”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Koki grinned. “Good male human.”
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      After a restless night filled with swarms of dream birds snatching away babies from my limp arms, it was a relief to see the first light of day glowing around the edges of the curtains.

      Sitting up, I watched Simon as he continued to sleep, his slumber undisturbed by nightmarish memories and doubts. My fears followed me into wakefulness. What if I couldn’t find the Poacher or the kidnapped shapeshifters? What if using spells adversely impacted Emma? I could never forgive myself.

      “It won’t,” I whispered. “We need to do this. I must.”

      You must continue, persevere, until you have mastered your potential.

      Simon stirred as if hearing Prof. Runal’s words as clearly as I did. I waited until he’d settled back into sleep before climbing out of bed. Fumbling in the half-light, I dressed, collected my walking stick and my mother’s book of spells, and stumbled to the kitchen.

      Jonas was squatting by the old potbelly stove, stuffing more wood inside, his face wrinkled like an old apple as he concentrated on stoking the fire. My teapot—my mother’s teapot—sat on the stone counter, tea leaves brewing.

      “God bless you and your descendants,” I muttered, pouring a cup and slurping down its contents.

      Jonas merely snorted at the invocation.

      Somewhat awake, I made my way to the barn, too nervous to contemplate food. Was this the right thing to do? Or would doing nothing cause the greater harm? Of their own accord, my hands covered my midsection as if their presence could protect Emma from all the world might hurl at her. Before I could convince myself one way or the other, I stepped into the barn and was immersed in the warm, reassuring scent of horses, clean hay and sweet oats.

      Koki leaned against the pillar, her eyes glowing in the shadows as they caught what little light there was. Studying me, she indicated a bale of hay. “Your throne awaits.”

      Just as I sat, Mzito strutted into the barn. Her shells, bones and other unappealing trinkets dangled from her leather tunic, clinking together.

      “Who invited her?” Koki asked, glaring at me.

      I glared back. “I certainly didn’t.”

      “Bah, you no start without Mama Mzito,” the little witch cackled, her small eyes bright with humor.

      Hands on her hips, Koki asked, “Don’t you have some poor, defenseless creature to disembowel?”

      Snorting back a laugh, I said, “Isn’t that your job, Koki?”

      “You have a point,” Koki said and chuckled.

      “Well, since she’s here, she might as well help,” I suggested, hoping the two would keep the peace long enough for me to learn something. “And no disembowelment or decapitation in the barn, please. Jonas just cleaned up this place, and I deplore a mess.”

      “No promises,” Koki purred, her eyes narrowed, her teeth gleaming.

      “Lovely,” I said and stared between the two of them. “We’re rather like the three witches of Macbeth.”

      A voice announced, “Not quite, child. But you are now.” And in walked Lady Sybil.

      I stumbled to my feet, staring at the stiff-necked, straight-backed hag in her pristine white, ankle-length dress. Tapping her lacy parasol against the ground, she gazed about the place with a condescending smile. She was not the least surprised to find me associating with two Africans.

      “Lady Sybil,” I stuttered. “What a… a…”

      “A disaster,” Koki muttered.

      Mzito smiled. “Me, I invite her.”

      “You what? Why?” I gasped.

      Koki snarled, her hands rising before her and forming claws. “You little slug of a human.”

      “Bah, so rude,” Mzito huffed, crossing her wrinkled arms over her chest. “Me, I no human.”

      Lady Sybil sniffed and clicked her tongue against the back of her teeth. “Well, I can certainly appreciate why she did invite me, and it’s a good thing, too. At this rate, Mrs. Timmons, you’ll be dead before you master any of your mother’s spells.”

      Koki and I stared at the haughty Lady Sybil. Mzito rocked back and forth, cackling at us.

      “What…” I licked my lips. “You mean recipes, of course.”

      Huffing, Lady Sybil peered down her long, aristocratic nose at me. “I say precisely what I mean. And I mean to say spells, as in those described in the book you’re trying to hide. That book is rather famous. Some of us believed the Society destroyed it after your mother’s unfortunate demise.”

      “Murder,” I automatically corrected.

      A moment of silence descended upon us, although with Nelly in the stall behind me, there could never truly be absolute quiet.

      “Well, let’s see the book then,” Lady Sybil commanded. “There’s much to do, and I didn’t travel halfway down the world to sip tea and discuss the weather, as abominable as it is.”

      “You know,” I whispered.

      Lady Sybil leaned on her parasol, her two hands heavily veined as they clutched the handle, and stared at me, her wide nostrils flaring. “My dear child, fashion and fair manners are the robe of a noblewoman of good breeding. But intellect and keen observation are the chainmail such a lady wears under the robe if she wishes to advance herself in this world.”

      My jaw unhinged itself in a most unbecoming manner, dangling loosely as I returned the lady’s stare.

      Koki flung her head back and laughed. “Well, despite appearances suggesting otherwise,” she said in between guffaws, “it seems Lady Sybil has skills beyond snobbery and hosting tea parties.”

      “Indeed I do, demon,” she retorted, fixing her watery blue gaze onto Koki. “Yes, I know what you are as well.”

      “But how?” I said, my jaw still unable to clamp firmly closed. “Why? What?”

      “You forgot when and where,” Koki said although her eyes were wider than usual as she studied Lady Sybil with renewed interest.

      Lady Sybil’s gaze was unfocused as she twirled the lacy white parasol, its pointed end scratching faintly at the grit on the ground. Just as I was considering standing to attract her attention, she clicked her tongue. “Not all Society members are happy with the direction being taken,” she murmured, her eyes searching a distant point. “Especially in the colonies. The manipulations and lies, the outright theft and abuse.” She shook her head and frowned.

      “Bah,” Mzito said and spat a thick glob onto the ground before stomping to a bale of hay in a corner of the barn.

      Koki shrugged and folded her arms over her chest. The pale yellow of her simple dress emphasized the darkness of her skin and the glitter in her eyes. “That’s standard operating procedure for the British. Why should the Society be any different?”

      Lady Sybil’s chin jerked upward, her watery gaze hardening as she focused on Koki. “Because we’re supposed to be different. We are different. We know what it is to have to hide who and what we are, to lose our homes, our freedom and even our lives because of our paranormalness. The Society was formed in great part to protect our way of life.”

      She slashed the parasol through the air, wielding it as a sword, her voice rising in volume and pitch. “And now we join hands with our persecutors to inflict the same harm on others?” She speared the ground with the parasol. “No. A thousand times, no. It cannot be.”

      In the silence following her impassioned monologue, Nelly grunted but restrained herself from any other noise. Perhaps even she could sense the tingle in the air that emanated from this surprising woman.

      Clearing my throat, I ventured into the stillness. “That’s all well and good to say. But what do you propose to do about it?”

      A thin smile stretched across Lady Sybil’s wrinkles as Mzito cackled. “I propose to assist in your training, Mrs. Timmons, so that you can be worthy of your mother’s legacy and that book. And then I shall unleash you upon the world, or at least upon the Society.”

      “I think I like her,” Koki said, awestruck.

      “So you’re a witch then?” I ventured.

      “Indeed, but that’s not what you want to ask.”

      Sighing, I fiddled with a knob on my metal hand. “Is Prof. Runal behind all this? The attempted kidnapping, the… well, everything?”

      “Of course, he is,” Koki growled, accompanied by Mzito’s usual exclamation.

      “Possibly,” Lady Sybil said, her unsympathetic gaze fixed on me. “At least, I’m here to find out. Cilla’s wedding invitation provided a convenient excuse to visit this part of the world without raising any questions. And now I see he had your mother’s book the whole time. It should have been yours from the beginning.”

      Twisting around, I pulled the heavy book of spells onto my lap and patted its cover. “Perhaps he saved it from others who wished to confiscate or destroy it.”

      All three women scoffed in their own unique ways.

      Koki said, “He’s not known for his charitable nature.”

      “He often has ulterior motives,” Lady Sybil said.

      “Stinks like a dog,” Mzito spat.

      I swallowed hard as I thought of his comforting presence during the dark days of my childhood. “But why give it to me then? He knows it will make me stronger.”

      Lady Sybil tapped the parasol against the ground. “It will also make your daughter stronger,” she said. “As we train you, we train her. And wouldn’t that be a coup for the Society: the granddaughter of Penelope Anderson, one of the greatest witches the world has ever seen, carried to England by a triumphant Prof. Runal. And if he happens to bring along the child of an African demon, so much the better. Two unusual babies with impressive powers and heritage. Why, he would regain his position and more.”

      A coldness stole across me, and I clutched the book to my chest as if to use it as a shield against any who would harm Emma or Grace. “Surely he wouldn’t,” I whispered.

      Koki held her hand in front of her and stared at her long nails. “I’ll rip his heart out before he ever has the chance.”

      Nelly neighed and kicked her stall door in agreement.

      “Your children aren’t the only ones in danger. Others have already been taken,” Lady Sybil said. “Let’s cease with the idle chitchat and get on with the training, shall we?”

      With that pronouncement, she strolled to my bale and carefully positioned herself next to me. Lifting her chin to reveal a neck as wrinkled as a tortoise’s, she nodded once at Koki.

      “Let the games begin,” Koki said, grinning.
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      After several false starts and failed attempts, the training took on the semblance of torture.

      “This is not amusing,” I grumbled as Koki snickered at my latest efforts.

      “Bah,” Mzito spat. “Pathetic.”

      “Why do I need to learn this?” I asked, too weary to wince at my whining tone and the obvious answer.

      Lady Sybil clucked at me. “If you intend to galavant through automaton-infested forests or stalk poachers, you need more than just a walking stick, no matter how fully loaded it may be,” she lectured, her voice piercing and unapologetic. She gestured to the two pigeons nesting in the rafters above us. “These are the easiest bird brains to access. If you can’t manage them, there’s no hope at all.”

      She paused and tapped her parasol a couple times on the ground. “Of course, if you prefer, you could retire from the world and behave like a proper Englishwoman with child.” Peering down her nose at me, she added, “You know: stay at home, busy yourself with needlework and lord it over the servants. I’m sure you’d adjust to the lifestyle, eventually.”

      Scowling at the three tyrants, I rubbed my lower back and straightened my shoulders. When had I started to slouch?

      “Yes, and do stop slouching,” Lady Sybil said as she stood and strolled around the barn with the air of a proprietor. “It’s terribly unbecoming. Again. See with your inner eye the thread that connects you to the birds. They’re pigeons, so it will be a boring gray thread with little color or light but still visible.”

      I shifted on the bale, ignoring the prickling of the hay through my skirt. Leaning against the pillar behind me, I closed my eyes and focused on my breath. A heaviness descended on my limbs.

      “This is exhausting,” I mumbled.

      Instead of shifting my energy to the two birds and their thread—whatever that meant—I allowed myself to sink into a wakeful slumber. I was still aware of the sounds of the horses as they ate, the shifting of hay under Lady Sybil’s shoes, Mzito’s muttering in a far corner. Yet they were distant, muted. The hay no longer pricked my skin. The cool shadows inside and the dry heat outside faded from my senses.

      Imbecilic pigeon thread. A nap is just the thing I need, I thought.

      But I didn’t fall asleep.

      Instead, something tugged at my mind, like a niggling worm of doubt but brighter, more hopeful. Bored and wanting nothing more than to rest, I drifted to the source of the tugging: a thin, brilliant yellow current of energy surrounded by the tinkle of unseen bells.

      Well, this is more interesting than gray pigeon brain, I decided. Even if it is just a dream. It is a dream, isn’t it?

      The current carried me outside the barn into a world of abstract shapes, alien colors and unearthly flute music. Before I could become distracted by the dream-like quality of the scene, the current ended in a bundle of energy I knew to be a weaver bird. Without hesitation, I merged with the energy, and the bird flung itself out of its nest.

      I wanted to scream as we dropped toward the earth at an alarming speed. Before I could summon the wherewithal to do so, the bird’s wings flapped in a swirl of sparkling color. Up we zoomed, flittering around the barn, then over the cottage.

      As I mentally clung to the weaver’s essence, I became aware of flight in a way I hadn’t when riding Nelly. This was more intimate, as if the wings were my own. I could feel the wind rustling through my feathers while my eyes detected colors and details unknown to the human eye.

      My weariness forgotten, I soared atop shimmering airwaves, content to let the dream take me where it willed.

      Mother.

      The voice floated around me but came from me. Although we had yet to meet, I knew who it was.

      “Emma?” I inquired as I tilted my wings and veered toward town.

      Search.

      “For what?”

      No answer was forthcoming and none was needed. Floating over the town, I studied the energy bundles below me: two oxen trudging down Victoria Street; a woman dragging a protesting offspring into a store; a man pulling a rickshaw; the wolf…

      As far as I knew, there were only two wolves in East Africa, and one was on his honeymoon, not skulking through the tented camp.

      I followed an air current and sank closer to the sprawling workers’ camp. Most of the occupants were out at work, either on the railway or in related support services. The canvas doors of the yellowing tents flapped in time to the gusts of dusty wind that swooped through the empty camp.

      Prof. Runal was hastening along a path that exited on the far side, away from town, his wolf energy mingling with his human energy. Once clear of human settlement, he shifted into a large wolf and raced through the tall grass, almost losing me on several occasions.

      Maybe that’s the point, I thought. But I was too high for even his sensitive nose to detect me. I continued to float high enough to see the entire town and its environs laid out before me.

      After zigging and zagging through the grasslands, the wolf veered toward the forest rising above the town. My little bird-heart sank. Why couldn’t he be sipping tea at the Stanley Hotel? Why did he have to go to the place in which the automatons lurked?

      Because he’s a traitorous villain, I thought.

      Or maybe he’s also trying to stop whomever controls the automatons, a more optimistic voice retorted.

      Either way, I dropped lower so I could follow him into the trees. His destination soon became clear: a series of caves strung through the hillier part of the forest. I perched on a branch and watched him pad into one of the caves.

      So that’s where you’re hiding, I thought. As birds can’t grin, I had to satisfy myself with a mental gloating.

      The wolf turned and stared out at the forest, ears perked, watching and listening for any indication of pursuit. After a few minutes, he retreated into the cave and didn’t reappear.

      Still mentally grinning, I pushed off from the branch and sped through the air back to the Hardinge Estate where I released the bird. With a whoosh of energy, I dropped back into my body, the loss of my wings almost painful.

      “Goodness, that was some dream,” I said, breathless and dizzy as I slumped against the wooden pillar behind my bale of hay.

      Mzito rocked on her heels, cackling and waving a crooked finger at me. Koki smirked while Lady Sybil clicked her tongue against her teeth.

      “That was no dream,” Koki said. “You connected with a weaver bird.”

      “Oh.” I stared up at the nondescript pigeons cooing in their nest. “What about them?”

      “What about them?” Lady Sybil huffed. “It seems, Mrs. Timmons, that you don’t do boring.”
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      “Absolutely not,” Simon growled as he paced his home office.

      “Bah,” Mzito huffed.

      “Don’t you dare,” I warned her just before she could spit on the oriental carpet.

      Stalking out the room to spit elsewhere, Mzito muttered another, “Bah.”

      “Why are we wasting our time? There are children in need of rescue.” Koki asked, studying her long nails. “Do you need this male’s permission?”

      Simon’s lips pulled back in a snarl that matched Koki’s.

      “Koki,” I said, hoping to verbally interrupt the glaring contest before they resorted to fists and claws. “He’s not just any male. He’s—”

      “Coming,” Simon interrupted, shifting his glare to me. His eyes were twin storms. “If you’re going to run off into the forest again, I’m accompanying you. There is absolutely no way you’re going without reliable protection.”

      “She has me,” Koki reminded him.

      “Exactly,” he muttered.

      Amazed, I gawked before asking, “You mean, you’re not going to try to dissuade me?”

      “Try being the operative word,” Koki said, her hands on her hips, her eyes narrowed at Simon.

      Simon leaned against his desk, his hands gripping the edges, and stared up at the ceiling. He appeared to be supplicating the gods for patience. More likely, he was visualizing what he’d like to do with the lot of us. “Yes, I’m coming. No, I’m not going to waste my time arguing against this ill-advised, poorly designed plan of yours.”

      “Oh.” I frowned at the carpet. “Thank you?”

      “Bah,” Mzito shouted from outside the room.

      “Sounds like fun,” a voice whispered around us. Gideon materialized by Simon’s head. “We knew you’d come around, old chap.”

      “And it’s time to go,” I said, rushing to the door with Koki on my heels.

      Having somehow divined my intentions, Jonas had Nelly saddled. Or perhaps he hadn’t bothered to unsaddle her from my previous jaunt. Either way, we were soon racing toward the forest. Simon’s long legs were almost wrapped around Nelly’s belly, his black leather trench coat flapping behind him. I desperately clung to the neck of a giant praying mantis. Gideon cackled above my head. Mzito declined to accompany us while Lady Sybil had vanished immediately after my successful bird trick.

      The forest soon folded us in its ancient, cool embrace. Giant trees blocked out the sun while thick roots slowed our progress. As we approached the cave in which Prof. Runal had entered, we stopped our hurried march. Koki shifted into her feminine form, a simple, sleeveless red dress swirling about her.

      “Nelly, stay here,” I ordered.

      The horse snorted and snuffled around until she found a flowering bush to devour. I led the way through the thick underbrush, most of which had thorns and brambles intent on slowing us down or at least tearing my clothes.

      “There’s the cave,” Simon murmured in my ear.

      Gideon snickered in my other ear, “Talk about stating the obvious.”

      “Men,” Koki growled.

      I would’ve rolled my eyes except I needed to focus on searching for any energy near us. Apart from the glow of insects, birds and a blue-headed lizard, there was nothing outside the cave. If Prof. Runal was still in the area, he must be deeper inside.

      Crouching down to the side of the entrance, I retrieved a small mirror from my leather pouch. It had been a gift from Mrs. Steward. Angling the mirror around the corner, I studied the interior of the cave in more detail without exposing more than the tips of two fingers. It was the best use of a pocket mirror even if it wasn’t the one my dear aunt had imagined when she gave it to me last Christmas.

      “No one’s home,” I said, a disappointed sigh escaping my pursed lips. Resting against the wall, I studied the ornate mirror. Dampness sunk through my shirt, the rough stone digging into my skin.

      Grinning as I imagined Mrs. Steward’s shock at how I was using her gift, I mused without realizing I was speaking aloud, “I should ask for more useful Christmas presents every year.”

      “Don’t expect a gift from me,” Koki said, not bothering to question the background of my curious statement.

      “You know what Christmas is?” Gideon asked in his whispery voice, his eyebrows rising.

      With a sneer, Koki glowered at him. “It may not be an African tradition but I’ve heard of it. Although if any man were to sneak into my home with a bag of loot, I’d decapitate him.”

      As this was the standard response of the praying mantis about any man, I didn’t bother to react. Gideon muttered, “For once, I’m glad I’m already dead.”

      “So are we,” Simon said.

      Koki chuckled, a rich, warm sound that, had I not known better, would have me believing she was joking about murdering Santa Claus.

      “Do be quiet,” I scolded them and entered the cave.

      The ground was uneven, rough and damp. A steady drip splashed in a puddle to one side, the splat echoing through the darkness. On the back wall of the cave was a man-sized crack that created a corridor of sorts. As I approached its entrance, I could discern a faint glow. Pressing up against the wall, I again used my mirror and studied the small reflection.

      The corridor was almost empty save for a torch flickering in the draft, the flames casting shadows against the stone walls. An armor-clad skeleton slumped on the floor. It was close enough for me to see a spider huddled on the edge of an empty eye socket.

      “That looks like the ones we saw in Nameless’ stone house,” Gideon commented, his head sticking out of the stone as he peered into the skeleton’s ear hole.

      “Oh, yes, that delightful place.” Koki smiled as she reminisced on one of our adventures. Turning to Simon, she added, “Did you know your wife is afraid of heights?”

      “I am not,” I whispered, my grip on the mirror tightening. “But that gondola wasn’t exactly well maintained, and the giant boulder didn’t look too stable either.”

      “It’s all right, little girl,” Koki purred as she leaned against the stone. “We all have a fear or two. Well, I don’t but the rest of you…” She chuckled.

      “Perhaps Nameless is here then,” Simon said. Sliding between Koki and me, he pressed up against my side and studied the image in the mirror. “He could’ve brought that with him to make this place feel like home.”

      “It’s working,” Gideon said, twisting his head in the stone to stare back at us. A manic grin turned his angelic features into something bordering demonic. “I will have to compliment him on his choice of interior decorations.”

      Stuffing the mirror into my pouch, I slid around the corner. Simon followed close behind, grabbing my elbow as he did.

      “If the dwarf is here,” he warned, “then the werewolf is definitely involved in mischief.”

      “Or perhaps he’s trying to stop Nameless,” I countered, my voice feeble.

      Simon huffed but said nothing. In the silence, the echoes of water dripping seemed louder.

      The narrow corridor wasn’t very long and ended at another cavern, one that had clear indications that someone was residing in it. A mattress covered in a green-and-red blanket was pushed into one corner; a circle of stones in the center created a fire pit with a few embers still smoldering; in another corner was a small trunk over which was flung a set of clothes I recognized from the party.

      “Aren’t those the good professor’s?” Simon asked, stepping closer.

      I didn’t need to see them to know Prof. Runal had been staying there. His scent was everywhere. Simon held up the trousers. At the bottom was a tear in the pant leg. “It appears as if Prof. Runal had an unpleasant encounter with a certain newlywed.”

      “I should have known that werewolf would double-cross us,” I muttered, turning away from the evidence. As my eyes prickled, I lowered my head and fiddled with my walking stick.

      Simon’s hand settled on my upper back, rubbing my shoulders.

      “Your judgment does seem a trifle lax as of late,” Koki said as she stalked around the cave.

      The ghost on my other side grunted, “Indeed, she agreed to accompany you on this mission, Koki. If that’s not the epitome of laxity, I can’t imagine what is.”

      “Enough, Gideon,” Simon snapped, his hands stroking my arms.

      Shaking my head, I retrieved a dart from my stick and blinked away the moisture in my eyes. “I wonder: if I doubled the amount of tranquilizer, would it kill a werewolf?”

      “One can always hope,” Koki said. Then again, the tall, lithe African woman was as lethal as any poison, so if I missed…

      Gideon refrained from commenting which could only mean he concurred with the demon’s sentiment.

      Unable to stifle his smile, Simon said, “Aren’t you the bloodthirsty lot.”

      Gideon snorted. “There’s no you, only we.”

      “At the risk of stating the obvious, he’s not here,” I said, frowning at the neatly made bed and the lack of a villain, apart from the ones by my side. “Where could he have gone now?”

      “Yes, the man should be as eager to die as we are to dispatch him,” Gideon said and snickered. “And the dwarf. Don’t forget the dwarf. I certainly haven’t. Let’s see how he likes being stuffed in a bottle.”

      “He wouldn’t fit,” I said, not really paying attention. As nasty as Nameless was—and he had locked Gideon into a bottle after kidnapping Lilly and me—at least I knew where I stood with the dwarf. He was consistent, almost honest, in his nefarious activities. But Prof. Runal…

      “I need a cup of tea,” I murmured.

      “Really?” Gideon asked, floating before me. “At a time like this?”

      “There’s always time for tea,” I whispered as I began to totter, the cave shifting around me.

      Simon shouted a curse, and then the world went dark.
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      I wonder if death is like this.

      Such were my thoughts as I floated above the cave in a swirl of color and flute music. Below me, two people stumbled out of the cave with a third hanging limp in the arms of one of them. Before I could move closer to investigate, a golden energy swooped through me and carried me up into the clouds.

      A hawk, I thought, bemused that I should once again be flying.

      I’m glad you find this amusing, the hawk replied.

      Even in my foggy, bodiless state, I tried to straighten up at the strident voice. Lady Sybil?

      Pay attention, she snapped. This poor bird is having a hard time of it with both of us in here. I need to show you something before I lose hold of him. We’ve been flying around for a while, searching. And then we found this.

      I tried to look around for Lady Sybil, expecting to see her sitting on the back of the bird, back ramrod straight, parasol in hand, white dress billowing in the wind of our passage. But my gaze was fixed on whatever the bird was watching which was a train.

      Who cares, I thought, wondering where Simon was taking my body.

      Pay attention.

      Sighing, I focused on the train. It was the weekly freight train which supplied Nairobi with the necessities of civilization—newspapers, cigarettes and tea—and supplies for the railroad. It left Nairobi with hunting trophies and those travelers who could tolerate the less comfortable seating arrangement in exchange for a cheap ticket.

      A few last-minute packages were being loaded into the carriages while passengers hastened to board. The station master rang his bell, bellowing to everyone to hurry along. Steam puffed from the engine. With a shriek, the hawk dipped lower and angled its wings so it could see the platform more clearly. Several crates were being carried into the last carriage. On the side of one crate were holes punched into the wooden boarding; something wiggled into view. A nose? A finger?

      There’s something alive in there, I thought. Distantly, I felt my heart contract with the horror of it.

      Detecting my reaction, the hawk shrieked again and flew away from the train station, going higher and higher, its gaze focused on the empty blue sky beyond.

      Hurry, Lady Sybil ordered. Go straight to the train before we lose them.

      At those words, I plummeted down through the thin clouds, a flock of Egyptian geese, the branches of trees and into my body.

      Jerking upward, I stared into Simon’s startled eyes. “We need to catch a train.”
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      “This is absurd, Beatrice,” Simon spat as I staggered toward Nelly. “You’re in no condition to catch a train today. And where do you want to go?”

      “We have to catch today’s train,” I said, my lips rubbery, my knees shaking. I clung to Nelly’s neck and gazed over my shoulder at my astonished companions.

      “If I wasn’t already dead,” Gideon quipped, “it’d probably kill me to say this, but I agree with Simon.”

      “That means so much to me,” Simon growled, his stormy gaze fixed on me.

      Koki sauntered toward me. “While I’m not one to concur with the males, I find myself in an awkward situation—”

      “Yes, I appreciate the point and all the difficulties that come with it,” I interrupted as I eyed the saddle. It seemed so much higher than normal. “Lady Sybil picked me up in a hawk and—”

      “She did what?” Simon asked, his eyebrows crunched together as his expression turned incredulous.

      “I think Beatrice has fainted one too many times,” Gideon said, floating above Simon. “She didn’t bump her head on the last one, did she?”

      “I. Don’t. Faint,” I said, glaring at the ghost. “Lady Sybil was flying with the birds…”

      “This gets better and better,” Gideon said, grinning.

      “… And she picked me up,” I continued as if Gideon hadn’t interrupted me. “We flew to the train station where they’re loading crates with baby shifters inside. The train was about to depart. It’s probably pulled out of the station by now.”

      “Is Grace in there?” Koki asked. While her countenance appeared disinterested, there was a strain around her eyes and in her voice.

      “I… I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t think so but…” I paused. “Surely not. Lady Sybil would’ve heard of it and told me.”

      Koki looked away, up to the patches of sky that gleamed through the thick branches. “Either way, we need to stop that train.”

      “Not you, too,” Gideon groaned.

      “Gideon, go tell Tiberius what’s happening and where we’re headed,” I ordered.

      “What am I, the messenger boy?” he grumbled before vanishing.

      Simon came to my side and placed a hand on my shoulder. “How do we stop it if it’s already left?”

      “We fly, of course,” I said. “Come on, Simon, there’s no time to argue. Help me up.”

      “Wait,” he said and reached into the pocket of his trench coat. “You need this.” He retrieved a thick piece of chocolate and held it before my mouth.

      “You brilliant, gorgeous man,” I moaned and bit into the chocolate.

      Koki rolled her eyes. “Time is of the essence, dear children, so please don’t turn this into a romantic scene.”

      “Perish the thought,” Simon said although the glimmer in his eyes suggested otherwise.

      Chocolate devoured and energy returned, I pulled myself into the saddle, Simon clinging on behind me. With a shake of her head, Koki shifted into a praying mantis the size of my palm and leaped onto Nelly’s head where she clung to the mane.

      “Find the train, Nelly,” I said, picturing the train pulling out of Nairobi, steam billowing behind it like a wedding veil.

      Jerking her head out of the bush she had been eating, Nelly snorted, neighed and leaped upward. The race was on.
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      Landing on a moving train is no small feat. Doing so while steering a flying horse is even more exceptional. If I’d thought too much about it, I might have abandoned the plan and flew on to Mombasa to meet the villains there. Then again, sometimes the best plans occur when there is little thought involved.

      This wasn’t one of those times.

      I knew the moment Nelly hurtled toward the train, steam billowing across my view. The only place to land was on top of the train. How would Nelly’s hooves find purchase in the smooth metal? And what of the automaton that was crawling up the side of the caboose, its glowing eyes fixed on us?

      “Nelly, no,” I wailed just as her hooves clattered against the train in a gallop. She stumbled and pitched forward. Simon cursed as his nose connected with the back of my head; then Nelly flung us over her neck as she collapsed on her side to the sound of bone snapping. Braying, she rolled over and fell off the train.

      I landed on my side, all the air punched out of my lungs. Struggling to breathe, I slid a few feet farther before my prosthetic hand latched onto a ridge near the front of the caboose. My feet dangled over empty space but my attention was on the horse lying on the ground near the railway tracks, her eyes closed, one of her front legs at an unnatural angle. Next to the horse, a praying mantis exploded into view, growing to the size of an elephant, and began to race after us.

      “Nelly,” I whispered.

      “She’ll be fine, Beatrice,” Simon said as he stumbled to his feet and yanked me up, his eyes studying me for any indication of injury.

      “Are you sure?” I sobbed, my gaze fixed on the ever-diminishing view of my horse.

      “No, I’m not,” Simon replied, his brutal honesty snapping my attention to him. “But we have bigger problems. Look.”

      My attention returned to our situation. Two automatons had clawed their way up onto the roof of the caboose, one on either end, while a third struggled along the side, its eyes glaring as it attempted to use a revolving blade to latch on to the edge.

      A herd of zebra up ahead scattered when the train’s whistle blasted the air. As if in response, the wheels began to spin faster, clacking against the metal rails beneath us. More steam billowed around us. The metal roof quivered and twitched from side to side. A dry, dusty wind snatched at my hair, tugging strands of it free from the braid.

      “What’s making them move?” I yelled over the howling wind.

      Simon pulled me close. I could feel his energy lash around us, seeking some human to latch on to and drain.

      “Energy,” I murmured and squinted at the closest automaton. The metal skeleton opened its jaws, revealing razor teeth and an energy field that was human.

      “Simon,” I shouted, yanking at his jacket lapel to attract his attention. “They have human energy inside them. Remember Liam?”

      “I’d rather not,” Simon said as he tried to keep all three automatons in his view.

      “Well, it was possessed by Mrs. Cricket’s spirit. That’s what allowed it to move so independently. Somehow, the Society has managed to do the same with these.” I shuddered, wondering how Prof. Runal had accomplished such a feat, and whom he’d killed in order for this abomination to occur.

      “In that case…” Simon grinned, and I didn’t much care for his expression. I half-closed my eyes against the stinging wind and could feel the tentacles of his energy hurtle outward.

      “Simon, is this wise?” I asked, hugging him close.

      “About as wise as landing a flying horse on top of a speeding train.”

      I gulped. “In other words, it’s a terrible idea.”

      The closest automaton jerked forward onto its knees with a metallic clatter. Glowing eyes faded as Simon absorbed the energy, his features briefly shifting into some other person as he completed the identity theft. The automaton crashed against the roof.

      Behind us, blades snapped. We turned and ducked as a pair of scissors as long as an arm snipped the air where my neck had been. With a roar, Simon flung out his energy more forcefully than I’d ever seen. Before the scissors could open, the automaton collapsed, falling off the back of the train. The third automaton was still struggling to claw its way up the side of the train as Simon dispatched it in a similar manner.

      “Marvelous,” I said, feeling anything but. The train jolted to one side, then the other, and we careened forward, holding each other up. “I do hope you won’t suffer any form of indigestion.”

      Forcing a smile, Simon said, “Don’t you have a tea for that?”

      “You might need something a tad stronger than peppermint tea, my dear,” I scolded as we arrived at the front of the caboose.

      I stared along the length of the train as it chugged steadily across the savannah. There were only six carriages: the engine, the passenger carriage and four freight carriages. Just as I opened my mouth to suggest we divide and conquer, something clattered onto the roof behind us.

      “Now what,” I huffed as we spun and ducked in anticipation of another oversized pair of scissors or a saw.

      Instead, a giant praying mantis clung to the caboose, her triangular head tilted to the side, the large pincers clicking.

      “Oh, it’s just you, Koki,” I said, tugging Simon up as I stood.

      “Try to sound a bit more enthusiastic,” she replied, her voice almost unrecognizable as it squeaked past the pincers. “Is the male all right?”

      Simon staggered against me, almost dragging me down. “It must’ve been something he ate,” I said. “Simon, stay here while—”

      “Not bloody likely,” he muttered, pushing his free hand through his tangled hair.

      “He’ll live,” Koki snorted as she shifted back into her womanly form and stalked down the length of the caboose. “So what’s the plan?”

      “Catch the Poacher. Free the babies. Survive and be home for afternoon tea,” I stated.

      Koki tilted her hip to one side and crossed her arms. “I was hoping for something a tad more detailed.” Peering at me through thick eyelashes, she grinned. “And by catch, do you really mean catch or—”

      “Alive, Koki,” I said as I pushed back strands of hair from my eyes.

      “Even if the Poacher happens to be Prof. Runal?”

      “Especially then.”

      Huffing, she sauntered past me. “You’re no fun.” She descended the ladder at the front of the caboose and dropped lightly onto the small, metal platform between the caboose and the next carriage. The joints under the platform squeaked and clattered as the train chugged around a bend in the tracks. The clang of metal against metal invaded the savannah, pushing far beyond the area cleared for the railway tracks.

      “All clear,” Koki called up to us. “Come on, boy, it’s safe for you to come down now.”

      “Why did we have to bring her?” Simon gritted out as he crouched before the top of the ladder.

      “Because I’ll probably end up saving your worthless self,” she replied as she glanced through the window of the caboose’s door. “Well, at least part of your plan will be easy, Miss Knight.”

      I hastened after Simon, the metal slippery under my sweaty grasp. As soon as I reached the platform, Koki pushed the door open and entered. “Voila. May I present a carriage of shifters.”

      Despite his unsteady legs, Simon insisted on going next, a pistol gripped in his hand. I squeezed after him and leaned against the door, shutting off most of the train’s noise. Instead, the sound of misery surrounded us: children crying; a young girl whimpering as she comforted a still younger boy; a baby hiccuping with sobs. Cages covered in crate material filled the caboose. Some of the wood paneling was removed to allow more air for the occupants, but that did little to alleviate the wretchedness.

      “Are you still determined to only catch them?” Koki asked, her eyes glowing darkly with a suggestion of violence barely leashed.

      I gulped as a whiff of unwashed bodies, excrement, sweat and fear floated up from the cages. Before I could answer, someone whispered, “Beatrice.”

      Simon twirled, pistol raised and pointed at…

      “Cilla?” I gasped, knocking Simon’s arm down. “What?”

      Paler than usual, Cilla stood up from behind one of the crates. “We were in town and Drew caught a whiff of the man he’d bitten. He shifted back into a werewolf—”

      “In town?” I asked, my voice jumping an octave.

      “In an alley,” Cilla said. “And he sniffed his way over to the train station. I followed him and begged him not to get on board but he insisted.”

      “So you jumped off the bridge with him,” I finished for her. “Or boarded a train.”

      “I should never have allowed you to marry that canine,” Simon spat. “Bloody—”

      “That’s quite enough, Simon,” I warned before he could utter something truly offensive and possibly unforgivable. “An awkward situation is no excuse for profanity.”

      “Awkward?” Simon repeated, his eyes darkening. “Is that what you call this, then? We’re on a train that’s probably crawling with possessed automatons, there’s at least one villain, not to mention a carriage of kidnapped children needing a rescue, and it’s no more than awkward?”

      “Well, when you put it that way,” I said, stepping away from his angry huff. “It could be worse, you know.”

      “Please. Enlighten me,” he snarled.

      “We could have two carriages to rescue,” I quipped.

      “Oh, and Gideon could arrive to distract you,” Cilla added, some color returning to her cheeks as we glanced at her.

      Scowling, Simon growled, “Mark my words, I won’t be distracted when I have words with your—”

      “Hello, hello,” Gideon crowed as he floated through the ceiling. “Oh, my, a second carriage of kidnapped children.” He turned to me and added, “I just finished checking out the other carriages. Some of them are crawling with automatons.”

      Koki laughed, a deep and unrestrained sound. Clearing my throat and not daring to look at Simon, I asked, “Did you see Drew?”

      “No,” Gideon said, feigning disinterest as he stared into one of the cages. “But I did notice a large, mangy wolf snooping around the next carriage.”

      “Drew,” Cilla said, moving toward the door.

      “You’ll be staying here,” Simon ordered, stepping into her path.

      “I see he’s made a fast recovery,” Koki murmured to me. “Well, shall we go liberate some children from the clutches of evil?”

      “Please tell Drew to be careful,” Cilla called after us.

      “Oh, I’ll be telling Drew a thing or two,” Simon muttered as he led the way.
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      To my dismay, the next carriage was full of crates and cages stacked on top of each other. Little faces and snouts pressed up against bars and air holes.

      “How did no one notice this?” I asked, trying not to breathe too deeply. The place stunk of fur, fear and excrement.

      “We have to stop the train,” Simon said as he glared straight ahead, not daring to meet the gaze of misery. “At least from here, they can walk back to Nairobi. Once there, we can house them until we figure out where they belong.”

      “Sounds like a great plan,” Koki purred as she leaned over the two of us to study the far door. “I’m sure they won’t mind in the least.”

      Two automatons pressed up against the door and stared through the window at us.

      “Still just awkward?” Simon asked.

      Rolling my eyes, I flapped a hand at him. “It has now officially moved from awkward to difficult. Satisfied?”

      “Not even remotely,” he said as he shook out his hands. “How many of them are there?”

      “Seven or eight, maybe,” I said, studying Simon’s unusual pallor.

      The door handle twitched as one of the metal men attempted to turn it.

      Cussing under his breath, Simon glanced at me. “Ingesting the energy from those first three was nauseating enough. I don’t think I can handle more of them.”

      Three more automatons joined the first two, leaning against them to study us.

      “Gideon,” I called.

      “You’ve finally come to your senses,” Gideon whispered as he floated up from the floorboards. “I warned you he wasn’t worthy to fill my shoes.”

      Hinges creaked as the automatons pressed against the wooden door.

      “I need you to guide Simon to the engine,” I said.

      “Why him?” Koki demanded.

      “I’m not leaving,” Simon grunted.

      Ignoring Koki, I said, “You’re in no condition to tackle them.”

      “And he’s in no condition to run along the top of the train to the engine,” Koki pointed out, crossing her arms over her chest and pointedly gazing up and down Simon’s slouched frame.

      “Well, I’m in no condition to move these crates to block those automatons,” I said just as Drew slunk into view.

      “You,” Simon snapped.

      Drew snarled, lips pulled back, hackles raised.

      “Drew, leave him alone,” I warned.

      Koki tapped my shoulder. “He’s not growling at your man.”

      Glass cracked. I turned around to see two more automatons on the other end of the carriage. One had used the hammer which replaced its hand to smash the window.

      “Koki, how fast can you run along a train?” I asked as I strode to the freight door on one side of the carriage and tugged at its handle. With a screech of protest, it slid open. Wind snatched at my braid and flung dust in my eyes.

      Chuckling darkly, Koki sauntered to my side. “We’ll soon find out. I’ll be back shortly. After all, I can’t let you have all the fun.”

      In a blur of motion, she shifted into a praying mantis the size of a wolf and scuttled onto the outside of the carriage. As soon as she was clear of the door, I slid it closed, tossed my walking stick to the side and faced Simon and Drew. “Help me block the doors. Drew, shift.”

      Obediently, Drew shifted back and dragged a cage to the door with the cracked window. Unlike demons, werewolves hadn’t mastered the art of shifting with their clothes on. I did my best to ignore the issue but Simon frowned.

      “What about the children?” Simon asked as he helped me push a cage against the other door.

      Not daring to glance at Drew, I said, “They’re shifters. I’m sure they’ve seen a naked man before.”

      “I meant the danger to them from the automatons.”

      “Oh. I don’t think they’ll damage the merchandise,” I said, out of breath and silently praying that all my recent exertions wouldn’t harm Emma. “And the children are probably safer in their cages than running amok.”

      Wood cracked on our end as the five automatons gave up on the door handle and began pounding at the door with their various mutated limbs.

      “I’m not sure the same can be said for us,” Simon grunted as he pushed another cage into place. A little arm reached out and tugged at his trousers. Simon squatted down and stared through the bars. “Poor little blighter. Maybe we—”

      The world lurched forward in a piercing squeal of metal against metal; a tinge of hot iron scented the air. Automatons were momentarily flung from view as the train shuddered to a stop. Screams and shouts echoed around me.

      “Well done, Koki,” I murmured as I pushed myself away from the crate against which I’d fallen.

      The celebration was short-lived as the side door slid open to reveal three of the automatons. Their limbs buzzed and snapped as they lurched forward to fill the doorway.

      “Beatrice, stay behind me,” Simon ordered as he stepped in front of me.

      Shaking my head, I picked up my walking stick. “Really, Simon, this is no time for vain heroics.” I pressed two buttons on the metal fist atop my stick; a blade slipped out the other end.

      “It’s not my vanity that concerns me,” he said as he released his energy against the closest automaton. The skeletal metal legs trembled as Simon drew the possessing spirit out. It took longer than before, and I could see Simon’s own limbs quivering with the strain. Like a marionette that has had its strings cut, the automaton collapsed in a jumble of limbs, metal clattering against metal. Simon followed, slumping onto his knees, his head hanging.

      I slashed at the legs of the next automaton. Its eyes glaring at me, it too fell to the ground but then used its arms to pull its body toward me.

      “Goodness,” I said as I sliced off its arms. Its jaw snapped at my feet. “Die, already.”

      As if summoned by that morbid command, a giant praying mantis appeared behind the third automaton and snapped it in two with her pincers.

      “Simon,” I said, spinning around and squatting next to him. Placing my hands on his cheeks, I lifted his head. “Stay awake or at least alive.”

      His eyes struggled to stay open, but he snorted a laugh. “Anything you say, my dear.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” I said. I pulled him out of the way of the limbless automaton’s snapping jaws and leaned him in a corner against a crate. “Rest here while we try to sort out this mess.” I kissed him just as a werewolf bounced into the carriage and licked my cheeks.

      “Can I die now?” Simon mumbled, scrunching his face against Drew’s display of affection.

      “Now where would the fun be in that?” Gideon demanded as he appeared on Simon’s other side.

      “Where’s Cilla?” I demanded.

      Gideon pouted. “I’m not a babysitter.”

      Another scream, close by and familiar, caused my heart to clench. It wasn’t a scream of terror but of outrage.

      “You’re not getting away with this,” Cilla yelled and, to my astonishment, she appeared before us, chasing a man away from the train. The man was big, hairy, lumbering in his gait but was still drawing away from Cilla who struggled as her dress snagged in thorny weeds.

      “Prof. Runal,” I shouted.

      He paused in his run, glanced back at me and stumbled. Cilla pounced on his back.

      “No,” I shouted just as Koki and Drew leaped forward, Drew shifting in midair.

      Faster than I’d thought he could move, Prof. Runal spun around, swept Cilla before him and clamped an arm around her neck. In his other hand he produced a knife which he waved at his would-be attackers.

      “No, Drew,” I said as I moved to the side opening in the carriage and clutched at the edge of the door.

      Drew and Koki began to circle the professor, searching for an opportunity in which to attack without harming Cilla. There was none.

      “You’ve become so powerful,” Prof. Runal said as he stared at me over Cilla’s head. “But there’s more you need to learn, dear Beatrice, much more. I was hoping we could remain friends, at least a little bit longer.”

      My eyes stung. I blinked away any indication of weakness. “You mean, until I’m strong enough to be useful to you. Or…” I gulped as the true ugliness of the situation dawned on me. The cages of paranormal children. His encouragement to learn. The gift of my mother’s spell book. His interest in my condition. “You want Emma.”

      Gideon zoomed around Prof. Runal. “Well, you can’t have her. She’s ours.”

      Ignoring the distraction, Prof. Runal continued to study me as he backed away. “She would be a prize, as would you. You would be adored and valued and cared for by all of us.”

      “I’d never agree to rejoin the Society,” I spat as Koki maneuvered around Prof. Runal. Catching her eye, I subtly shook my head.

      Prof. Runal smiled sadly. “Well, my dear Beatrice, one never truly leaves the Society for Paranormals. And we were so sure that with Mr. Timmons incarcerated in London, you’d move back to be close to him.”

      “You,” I breathed out. “You set his ex-fiancée onto him, didn’t you? Why else would she have appeared so inconveniently in Nairobi? Of course.”

      Gideon twirled faster, a blur of moving light. “Too bad they released Mr. Timmons.”

      Frowning, Prof. Runal took another step back. “Yes, his miraculous pardon was unfortunate.”

      “Your existence is the only unfortunate part about this,” I said, my eyes threatening tears. “Does the Poacher even exist, or is it just you?”

      The old werewolf shrugged. “Either way, we serve the same purpose.”

      “Just kill the bastard, Beatrice,” Simon mumbled from the corner of the carriage.

      “Do that,” Prof. Runal said, his deep voice rumbling around me, “and the Society will list you as an official enemy of the Kingdom, a traitor, a criminal. You’ll be forever looking over your shoulder.”

      I knew he was right, but that didn’t seem a good enough reason to let him walk away.

      Pulling Cilla closer, his right arm hooked firmly across her neck, he added, “I’m not a bad man, Beatrice.”

      “Well, you’re not a good one, either,” I said, my words struggling past the constriction in my lungs, my throat, the dryness of my mouth. “Let her go.”

      Prof. Runal smiled, a sad tilt to his lips. Blood stained his teeth. “As I told you, some things are bigger than us, much bigger, and require sacrifice.”

      “Not her,” I breathed, my words barely audible above the ticking of cooling metal and the distant shouts of those in the passenger carriage and engine.

      Koki continued circling Prof. Runal, the triangular head tilting back and forth, as if gauging how best to rip his head from his shoulders. Drew inched closer, his muzzle frozen in a ferocious snarl, ears laid back, hackles raised, ready to attack. But Cilla was there, locked in Prof. Runal’s ungodly embrace.

      “Just go,” I said. “We won’t chase you. Leave her and the children—”

      Prof. Runal huffed a laugh and met my gaze, his eyes so similar in color—the yellowish glint of a werewolf—yet so different. In their depths lingered a certainty that I was only now accepting: I would kill him. One of us was not walking away from this.

      “You will,” he said. “Whatever hope I held out for your return has now been broken, utterly dismembered. I suppose I must take part of the blame.”

      “All of it,” I gritted out, swiveling the walking stick in my grasp until the blade end was pointing at him.

      He inclined his head toward me yet refused to admit his guilt. Beyond us, the savannah continued, oblivious to our little drama, so insignificant to the herd of zebras farther afield or the water buffalo meandering through the tall grass. Only the flick of an ear or an occasional eyeball directed at the train indicated that any of them were aware of our existence. The buzz of insects and the chirps of birds returned as the clatter and clink of the engine subsided. Even the shouts of passengers was now no more than a background murmur.

      Prof. Runal took another step back, dragging Cilla with him. “You’ve quite literally derailed our plans, destroyed them for now. Beatrice, my dear child, these shifters would have served a much higher calling with us, a higher purpose. Otherwise, they’ll be raised no better than a wild creature, eking out an existence not worthy of mention.”

      “Have you so little regard for family?” I shrieked, amazed he could still cling to such delusions. “They deserve a mother, a father, a childhood. Everything you took away from me.”

      Prof. Runal didn’t answer as his canines began to extend out of his mouth. He was about to shift and, despite the setting and circumstances, I stared at him in morbid fascination. I’d never seen him shift before. He was a fearsome beast, oozing with ancient power and cunning.

      “Beatrice,” Cilla gasped. Her face was devoid of its usual rosiness, her dark blue eyes wide with terror, her mouth gaping like a fish out of water.

      In that moment, as I wondered if I was to watch my friend die before me, three things happened almost simultaneously. Drew lunged forward. Prof. Runal finished shifting into a very large, old, battle-scarred wolf. And the old wolf bit deeply into Cilla’s neck before falling to all fours and bounding away from the train.
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      Somewhere across the vast expanse of African grassland, a voice screamed.

      The volume of sound contained terror, anguish and rage in equal measure. It overwhelmed all other sound, smothered the birds and insects, caused the zebras to hurtle into a stampede of black and white, the animals moving as a single organism through the tall grass. The water buffalos snorted and turned their heavy horns and beady black eyes toward us.

      Only as I stumbled off the train did I realize the source of the scream. I closed my mouth to shut off the emotions that threatened to tear my world asunder. My vision narrowed until all I could see at the end of a silent tunnel was Cilla, her expression astonished as her legs folded beneath her and she slowly collapsed to the ground. Her fingers fluttered like lost butterflies as her hand drifted up to the deep gouge in her neck. Blood leaked across her chest, staining the grass.

      “Cilla,” I gasped. Sight and sound overwhelmed me with a crash.

      Drew crouched over her, alternatively growling and whimpering. Shrieking, Koki lunged after Prof. Runal. Behind me, Simon crawled to the carriage entrance, crying Cilla’s name.

      “Drew, let me help,” I begged as I staggered toward them.

      Men shouted. Glancing toward the engine several carriages away, I saw a cluster of humans gather outside yet their attention was directed not to us but some large creature running across the savannah. I wondered what they thought they were seeing and then I stopped caring. The Society killed in the name of secrecy but no more would it rule me. If the humans saw Koki for what she was, so be it.

      I crouched next to Cilla. Drew snapped at me, his large canines too close to my face.

      “Drew, shift,” I hissed. “You can’t help her like this.”

      Whining, he obeyed. Together, we lifted Cilla into an upright position. My hands shaking, I tried to staunch the blood, but it continued to leak through my fingers.

      “Here,” Simon gasped as he fell to his knees and pulled a handkerchief from a pocket. Within seconds, the white fabric was red.

      Shaking, Drew clutched her close to his chest, his features obscured by his long, dirty-blond bangs. “She can’t die. Don’t let her die, Bee. Please, save her.” He lifted his chin, his fierce yellow eyes clouded with pain, desperation, hope. “Don’t let her become like me. And don’t let her die.”

      “Drew,” I whispered and averted my eyes as Cilla coughed and gasped in his arms. “I don’t know how.”

      Why hadn’t I pressed harder in my training? Why hadn’t I finished reading my mother’s journal by now? Surely there was a spell or potion to save a friend who was the essence of sweetness and innocence?

      Simon’s head flopped forward into his cupped hands as he sobbed.

      The shadow of wings flitted over us. Angels or vultures? Either way, it indicated the closeness of death.

      “You can’t have her,” I yelled, leaning my head back to glare up at the sky, prepared to battle Le-Eyo, the African God of Death, if necessary.

      But the wings belonged to neither angels nor vultures. Instead, a giant bat flapped down close by. Dressed in her long, white dress, Lady Sybil slid off his back and hastened to my side.

      “Can you…?” I asked, letting the sentence and hope float between us.

      She took one look and shook her head. “I’m not equipped to deal with this, not here. But with Mzito to help, perhaps.” Spinning to face the Popobawa, Lady Sybil gestured imperiously. “Carry her to the estate. Mzito is in the library. She can stabilize Cilla until I arrive. Then return for me.”

      Even in human form, Drew’s reaction to the giant bat was no different than a wolf’s: his lips pulled back in a snarl of warning.

      “Drew, we can’t help her here,” I said, grabbing his chin and twisting his head away from the bat. “Let Tiberius take her. It’s her only chance.”

      I wrapped my arms around Drew’s shoulder while the bat tenderly clutched Cilla in his claws and flew away, carrying our hopes and fears with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      While we waited for Tiberius’ return, Lady Sybil put us to work.

      “There’s no point moping around,” she shrilled when Simon protested. “It won’t save Cilla, nor will it be of any use to these children.”

      Yet when she thought no one was looking, she glanced up at the sky toward the direction of the Hardinge Estate, her pale, heavily veined hands clenching her skirt, her eyelids blinking. As if sensing my observation, she spun to face me, clicking her tongue and flaring her nostrils.

      “Come now, Mrs. Timmons,” she commanded, “before the humans either come to investigate or get their engine restarted.”

      The children, some too young to have reached their first shift, huddled together as we released them. A particularly small, darling girl clutched Simon around the neck and refused to release him. His eyes wide, he met my gaze, silently imploring me for assistance.

      “She won’t bite you,” I said, hoping that was true. One could never be sure. My experience with little children was limited to my niece, Grace, who did in fact bite quite frequently.

      Gulping, Simon awkwardly patted the large-eyed girl on her back. In response, she sighed and nestled her sweet face against his neck.

      We herded all the children into the caboose where we uncaged the rest of them. Upon realizing they would soon be returning home, the captives’ fear transformed into excitement, chatter and more hugging. Gideon encouraged the chaos by flying overhead and making funny faces. By the time we’d opened the last cage, we were all covered in children.

      Drew remained sullen, his shoulders hunched, his face only lifting to glance out the train. Simon however allowed the children to distract him from his concerns. Once the cages were all empty, he began to direct the children out the back of the caboose. Hidden from the line of sight of the humans, the children clustered in groups, waiting for further instruction.

      A shrill hoot pierced the air, again silencing all in the area.

      “They’ve started up the engine,” Lady Sybil said, glancing around, her nostrils flaring.

      The caboose lurched, and the remaining children screamed as they lost their balance. Simon and Drew scooped up armfuls of the smaller ones and carried them outside. As the train heaved into motion, we pulled the last child to the ground and watched as the caboose rolled away.

      “Do you think they’ll notice a long line of African children running down the tracks?” Simon mused as he embraced me.

      Weariness overwhelmed me, and I sunk into his arms.

      Lady Sybil sniffed and clicked her tongue. “Of course they won’t. No more than they’ll see that giant bat flying overhead.”

      Tiberius didn’t bother landing. He merely extended his talons and snatched Lady Sybil into the air without so much as a greeting. Drew, Simon and I watched as the odd sight faded into the horizon.

      “I hope she’s all right,” Simon murmured into my hair.

      I was too exhausted to summon up the energy to comfort him. Instead, I turned my back on the retreating train and began the long walk home. Their conversations subdued, the children fell into line behind us. Still naked, Drew shifted back into his wolf form and herded any stragglers.

      “What’s that?” Simon asked after we’d been trudging along for what felt like days but was really only an hour.

      My head was too heavy to lift, and my eyes were unfocused. The only reason I remained upright was Simon’s arm around my waist, supporting me. “More railway tracks?” I asked.

      “No. It’s something moving.”

      “A trolly with a large tea set on it?” I said, my gaze fixed on the ground just in front of my heavy feet. “And a tray of chocolates and cake to go with it?”

      “Definitely not,” Simon replied, a laugh tucked into his voice despite the sway of his body as his legs threatened to give way. He still hadn’t recovered from ingesting the automatons’ energy.

      A happy neigh answered me. “Nelly,” I gasped, my head lifting in slow motion.

      Nelly limped toward us, one of her front legs swollen around the bottom half. There were deep scratches along one side of her neck and flanks. Still, she managed a healthy belch in greeting.

      Simon snorted. “She’ll live.”

      Drew snarled and barked but not at any of us. He was staring at something that was rapidly approaching from the direction of town.

      “Now what,” I muttered and turned to see a two-wheeled, uncovered wagon bouncing toward us and pulled by two oxen. A cloud of dust billowed behind the wheels. The children clustered tightly around us as they no doubt wondered what new danger now approached. As the wagon drew closer, I could see the sour expression of the driver. “Jonas,” I called, wondering if he’d thought to put the kettle on the stove before coming to our rescue.

      “Bah,” he said as the oxen stopped several paces away, their nostrils flaring as they eyed us. “Lady Sybil, she’s more bossy than Mzito.”

      “And thank the gods for that,” I replied.

      We piled the smaller children into the wagon, then collapsed onto the driver’s bench. Jonas and the older children walked in front of the oxen while Drew raced ahead to be at Cilla’s side.

      As the sun descended to the horizon and the long shadows of evening embraced us in a cool breeze, the children’s chatter faded into sleepy silence. We were a sorry sight to be sure, covered in sweat, dust and exhaustion, when the wagon finally rumbled to a stop next to the Hardinge house. Nelly collapsed on top of Lady Hardinge’s attempt at a flower patch and promptly began to decimate the petals. Jonas led the children to the kitchen while Simon and I stumbled into the library.

      That room, that literary sanctuary, had served as a morgue for the body of a dead warrior-poet, the hub for numerous plots and schemes, the site of a battle with a one-eyed giant crocodile and the home of a vampire. Now, it was a hospice for my cherished friend.

      Once inside, we were greeted by the cheery warmth of the fire. Lilly and Lady Sybil were conferring in hushed tones as they stood near the fireplace; Lady Sybil’s white dress had streaks of dried blood. In a corner, Tiberius sat upon the floor, one arm looped around the neck of a wolf. Mzito crouched over the paisley sofa that still bore the claw marks of the crocodile. Upon the sofa lay a still and pale figure, and for a moment I mistook her for dead.

      Father appeared by my side, his features grave but not despondent. Hugging me close, he guided me to an armchair. “You look ready to collapse,” he chided. “You must take better care.”

      “Cilla?” I croaked, my throat dry with dust and spent emotion.

      “She will live,” he reassured me as he pushed me into the chair and kneeled before me. As I released a heavy exhale, he added, “But the bite was too deep.”

      Simon collapsed in the chair near mine. “What does that mean?” he asked, his eyelids fluttering as he struggled to stay awake.

      Father glanced between the two of us, frowning. “Between the depth of the bite and the delay in administering medicine, the venom infiltrated her system.” He shook his head. “Despite popular human notions, it isn’t easy to create a werewolf. It takes an old and powerful werewolf with sufficient venom, a deep bite and time. Sadly, all three were present in Cilla’s case.”

      In the silence that ensued, I glanced to Tiberius and Drew. The wolf was lying down, his muzzle on Tiberius’ knee. “But she’ll live,” I said.

      “Yes,” Father replied as he stood. “She will survive this, as shall we all.”

      My head sagged back, my neck unable to carry the weight any longer. “That’s all that matters,” I whispered. “She will live. And we’ll teach her how to manage her new reality. With us, she won’t be alone like Drew was.”

      Father said something, but all I heard as I fell asleep was the turning of a train’s wheels along the track.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      When I awoke, it was midmorning. Despite the hour, a silence filled the space around me as if even the birds and insects respected the needs of the convalescing souls within the house.

      Unwilling to jump into action just yet, I glanced around the library. Despite the heavy drapes drawn across the windows, some light still leaked through. Across from me, stretched out on a sofa, was Simon. His features were utterly relaxed in a way that could only happen in a state of deep sleep. Cilla still lay on the paisley sofa but there was more color in her cheeks, and her chest rose and fell in regular intervals.

      Reassured that the only deaths of the night were the automatons’, I slipped out of the library and wandered to the kitchen. It was reassuringly similar to my own cottage kitchen but bigger. Jonas was by the stove, glaring at a kettle. Mzito was squatting in a corner, a large stone mortar before her, and was using a stone pestle to pound some herbs into submission. She glanced up as I entered.

      “Children gone home,” she croaked.

      “Of course,” I said, eyeing the kettle. News spread fast in the world of paranormals, no doubt assisted by messenger birds and a cheerful ghost. I smiled as I imagined the happy reunions occurring across the countryside.

      Lilly breezed into the kitchen. “Good, you’re awake,” she said, all business. “Join us outside. There’s tea and toast still remaining. Do you always oversleep? Really, you’ll have to amend your ways when Emma is born.”

      Before I could retort, she spun around and exited the kitchen in a swirl of yellow skirts. Grumbling, I followed her to the outside patio where a generous table had been set with more than just toast. The sight of a teapot and an assortment of food did much to restore my spirits. Even Lady Sybil’s dour expression didn’t stop me from overloading my plate. Manners be damned, I was hungry.

      “Well, I can see you are quite recovered,” Lady Sybil said, sniffing and gazing down her long nose at my plate. Despite the night’s exertions, she was stiff-backed, her hair tucked up in a tidy bun, her white clothes unsoiled and uncreased. I didn’t dare imagine my state, having just arisen and in the same clothes I’d worn yesterday.

      Shrugging, I accepted the cup from Lilly and sipped at the tea. As the golden brown beverage trickled down my throat, all the dust and despair slid away. Only then was I aware that we weren’t alone.

      Koki sat at the opposite end of the table, a red, sleeveless dress accentuating her dark features. I raised an eyebrow, and she shook her head in answer. From that and the dangerous glimmer in her eyes, I knew she hadn’t caught Prof. Runal.

      “Well, I suppose it’s too much to expect everything to work out,” I mused. “We’re all alive and in one piece, at least for now. We’ll deal with him later.”

      Ignoring Lilly’s confused expression, I focused my attention on the food. No one spoke which was in itself another proof that miracles were real. In the conversational lull, I savored the scrambled eggs and buttery toast. The soft trill of insects, the happy songs of birds, and the perfume-scented breeze that toyed with the loose tendrils of my unraveling braid provided a pleasant accompaniment.

      Only as my energy rose in equal portion to the amount of tea I consumed did my thoughts turn to less pleasant thoughts. Lilly must have sensed the shift, for she placed a hand upon my arm.

      “He did it again,” I said, toying with my cup and staring at the lacy tablecloth without seeing the flowery pattern. “I trusted him, and he betrayed us again.” Shaking my head, I said, “What a fool I was to think anything could change.”

      Rubbing my arm before clasping my hand in hers, Lilly said, “No, Beatrice, you did the right thing.”

      I scoffed at her attempt to ease my disgust, but Lady Sybil interrupted me before I could speak. “Stop brooding, Mrs. Timmons,” she ordered. “It is most unbecoming. Forgiveness is powerful. Even if the brute wasn’t worthy of it, don’t let that dissuade you from moving forward.”

      My eyebrows rose as I stared at Lady Sybil.

      “At any rate,” she continued, “we have more pressing matters to discuss.” She tapped her frilly, white parasol against the stone slabs of the patio. “My great-niece has only just been married but is now at risk of being homeless.”

      All murderous thoughts of Prof. Runal faded away as I recalled our dilemma. The Hardinge family had now officially vacated the premise, and so must we. Lady Sybil inclined her head to acknowledge my understanding.

      “I didn’t come all this way to see my only niece married off and then tossed out onto the streets,” she shrilled.

      I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. “We will hardly be tossed into the streets,” I said. “For a start, there’s only one street in Nairobi. And, although our finances are limited, we are not entirely without resources. For the time being, we can stay at the Stanley Hotel while we find a suitable replacement.”

      “And what of your livestock?” Lady Sybil pressed. “The public stables aren’t sufficient enough to house your oxen and horses, not to mention your Nelly who will in all likelihood draw attention to herself with her odd shenanigans. Grace has little control over her shapeshifting. Then there’s the matter of your vampire father. People will talk, as you well know. While humans tend to lack the imagination required to fully comprehend reality, there are enough odd aspects about your household to cause tongues to waggle and trouble to follow.”

      Heat flushed my face as I realized I hadn’t thought of that. The loss of the Hardinge Estate posed a number of complications. I exchanged worried looks with Lilly.

      “And so you now appreciate why I had no choice but to purchase the estate,” Lady Sybil concluded and slid a package of papers across the table to me.

      Koki chuckled while the flush in my face spread. “What do you mean by this?” I gasped.

      “What I mean is what I said,” Lady Sybil replied as she lifted her chin and gazed out at the estate in question. “I consider it a worthwhile investment, given my dear Cilla’s new condition. Werewolves don’t tend to do well in towns and cities. They need a lot of space without the prying eyes of nosy neighbors.”

      “So you bought the estate?” Lilly squeaked, clutching at my sleeve as she too stared at Lady Sybil.

      Peering down her nose, Lady Sybil knocked a fist on the papers. “The Hardinge Estate officially belongs to the Hardinge Trust.”

      “There’s a Hardinge Trust?” I asked, my voice faint. I reached for the teapot, the only thing at this table that made any sense at all.

      “There is now,” she replied. “The Board of Trustees consists of Cilla White Anderson, Drew Anderson, Tiberius Elkhart, Simon Timmons, Lilly Elkhart and one Beatrice Knight Timmons.” Leaning forward, she added, “You can thank me later.”

      “Can we thank you now?” Lilly asked and squealed as she jumped up, ran around the table and engulfed Lady Sybil in a Cilla-worthy hug.

      Lady Sybil patted Lilly on the back. “Yes, yes, dear child, that will be all now. Truly, that is sufficient.”

      “Oh, does Cilla know?” Lilly asked as she released the unimpressed Lady Sybil. “This is too grand a day to sleep, no matter how many bites one has received.” With that pronouncement, Lilly ran into the house, yelling for all and sundry to wake up. Doors slammed open as she continued to shout for everyone to come to the library.

      Lady Sybil turned her long nose in my direction. “I do have one and only one request.”

      “Anything,” I gushed.

      “Forget about revenge.”

      I gaped at Lady Sybil while Koki demanded, “Now where’s the fun in that?”

      “I mean it, Mrs. Timmons,” Lady Sybil continued, placing both hands on the parasol’s handle. “There is nothing to be gained by hunting for Prof. Runal. Focus on your family and on your education. Look after this place and all its inhabitants. Kam once told you that Nairobi is your jurisdiction.”

      “How did you know—”

      She waved my question away. “You are needed here. Cilla needs you, and soon your precious Emma will arrive. Mr. Timmons is much weakened from his exertions from yesterday and will take time to recover. Mr. Elkhart has the estate to manage as well as some business Lord Hardinge left to him. Little Grace and Emma must both be hidden from the world until they’re old enough to manage their powers.”

      I turned to Koki. She snickered at my distress.

      Lady Sybil tapped her parasol to get my attention. “They all need you here, present, focused. Not galavanting after that old, venomous wolf.” She leaned back in her chair, her watery blue gaze glittering like twin icebergs. “So promise me you will leave revenge aside and enjoy life.”

      Unable to meet those piercing eyes, I again turned to Koki. This time, the she-demon hesitated in her response. Gone was the dangerous, hardened glitter in her expression. Instead, there was another emotion, one I had never noticed in the she-demon. It was hope.

      “Perhaps,” Koki said after a long pause, “perhaps it’s time to try something new.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was talking to herself or to me but a weight lifted from my shoulders as I nodded, first to her and then to Lady Sybil. “Yes, perhaps it is.”

      As I clutched the Hardinge papers over my swelling belly, a bubbling commotion caused me to stand. Wordlessly, I allowed the noise to lead me back to the library with Koki and Lady Sybil close behind.

      Drew stood from where he sat next to Cilla and smiled shyly at me through long bangs. Propped up against pillows, Cilla smiled and cried as Lilly rushed from person to person, hugging them and recounting the news. Simon too was also sitting up, pale beneath his tan but his gray eyes alight with possibility.

      Father embraced me, kissed my cheeks and guided me to the sofa where Simon waited. Tiberius caught Lilly and swung her into his arms, laughing as Grace in bat form flapped overhead. Jonas squatted by the fireplace, kettle by his side, a reluctant smile stretching across his wrinkled face. Koki sauntered over to Father and invited him to a game of cards.

      As I observed the happy chaos, everyone talking and laughing at the same time, Yao and Wanjiru entered the library. Puffing out his naked chest, the African vampire asked, “Now can Yao and Wanjiru get married?”

      “Bah,” Jonas spat but even he couldn’t stop smiling.

      “I guess we have another wedding to plan,” Simon commented as we leaned against each other.

      “It sounds exhausting,” I said, wondering who or what the invitation list would include.

      Simon kissed my forehead and pulled me closer. I snuggled against him, pressed my face into his neck and breathed in his natural musk. “Surely the unflagging Miss Knight isn’t intimidated by the prospect of another wedding?” he asked.

      I snorted as I watched my family celebrate in their home, free to be themselves without fear of public censure or homelessness. “Lady Sybil was right,” I said, ignoring Simon’s question. “It’s time to enjoy our lives.”

      As if agreeing with that plan, Emma performed a somersault and kicked me. Simon gave me a funny look when I laughed at my unborn child’s antics.

      “Yes, indeed,” I said. “It’s time.”
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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: “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: 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.

      Fact: Sir Arthur Henry Hardinge was the first Governor appointed to the British East African Protectorate.

      Fiction: Governor Hardinge was appointed in July 1895, a few years before the Stewards and Miss Knight arrived in Nairobi, and he was based in Zanzibar. He did have a family but later on. And as far as I know, he was never the legal guardian of a Popobawa.

      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: A big round of applause is owed to Grace for finding her wings.

      Fact: Vered has other books you’ll want to read. Have you read all ten books in the Society for Paranormals series? You’ll love the Wavily Witches series which is set in modern-day Kenya.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What to read next

          

        

      

    

    
      Want more of the magic of Vered Ehsani’s cozy mysteries in your life and on your Kindle? Then you are in luck! Download Storm Wavily and the Pirate King to start the Pirates Ahoy Cozy Mystery Series next!! Available to read for free with your Kindle Unlimited Membership.
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        Get Storm Wavily and the Pirate King today!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Miss Knight and the Poacher’s Catch.

      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.
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      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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