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      Through the rearview mirror, I watched the security guard slide the gate closed. Only in Nairobi did law-abiding citizens lock themselves behind tall walls topped with electric fences and barbed wire. From the outside, residential compounds looked like small prisons.

      At least my prison had a hot bath and a comfortable, queen-sized bed. Assuming there was water. City council rationing, and the small size of my backup water tank meant there was a decent chance I’d be soaking in dust.

      My phone sounded off, again. Grumbling to myself, I checked the caller. Exhaling sharply and hoping there was enough hot water for a bath, I put on the speaker.

      “Yes, Angela?” I sighed more than said. I loved my assistant, really I did. Most of the time.

      “Tiger, I can’t find the invoice for the Kitengela event anywhere,” she shrieked.

      I’d learned two things since hiring Angela: when answering a call from her, I avoided placing the phone near my ear—after all, I had no wish to lose my hearing, and if I didn’t calm her down quickly, she’d hyperventilate and descend into panic mode, making me wish I had already lost my hearing.

      “I gave a copy to the accountant’s PA, Angela.” I rubbed my forehead, adding a cold compress and a cup of tea to my wish list. “You remember that little slip of a thing in the slinky, emerald-green dress?”

      I counted to ten. If I made it all the way, I had averted another crisis.

      … Nine… Ten.

      Her breathing slowed down, and her voice lowered half an octave. “Eh, you mean the one tottering around in the spiked heels she’d probably never worn before tonight?”

      Angela was a wonderful assistant. If she’d been a Shifter, she’d be a cat.

      “That’s the one.” I pinched the top of my nose between thumb and forefinger and took a deep breath, wondering if an Advil would be on the menu tonight. “I saw her as I was leaving. She didn’t seem too tipsy, although she still almost fell off those stilettos.”

      Angela laughed. Score one for the boss. “Okay, Tiger. Sorry I bothered you. It’s just that⁠—”

      If I didn’t stop her, we’d be here all night, rehashing in painstaking detail every minute of the past six hours. And who has time for that?

      “I know, Angela. It’s okay,” I interrupted. “Thanks for being thorough.”

      I hit the disconnect icon before she could launch into a dissection of the evening’s event, a tedious habit of hers. Everything had gone off without a hitch, and the client—Dr. Chandarana, a prominent figure in the Indian community—was thrilled beyond words.

      Sighing, I stared out the windscreen. Parklands was a predominately Indian section of Nairobi. It boasted one of the largest, most advanced private hospitals in East Africa and a sprawling, outdoor fresh-produce market. Potholes and minimum street lighting plagued the confusing network of narrow roads. A plethora of businesses thrived in between the residences, including one of my favorites: the coconut seller who showed up at a nearby street corner every day with his hand-pulled, wooden cart piled high with the best health drink ever.

      Most people lived in apartments or narrow houses crowded together with small or nonexistent gardens. But my home, although small, was nestled in a quieter, older corner of Parklands. I was lucky to be away from the chaos which defined modern Nairobi and nearly every aspect of my job. Here, I could step out of my car into a refuge of peace and relative quiet.

      Even tonight, as tired as I was, I lingered outside and strolled through the half-wild garden. As Akshan Shah’s only child, I had inherited everything from him. Most of the money was long gone to take care of business loans and personal debts. But at least the property and the house were mine. Here, I could feel my father’s presence. Whatever happened, this was my home.

      Sitting at the edge of the fishpond, I trailed my fingers along the surface of the cool water, remembering the day Papa had brought home the first koi. I’d thought it was a giant goldfish.

      I missed the old tiger. Although I hadn’t inherited a full set of Shifter genes—my mother was human—he never made me feel diminished or of lesser value because of what I considered to be a failure. Like the tiger he was, he defended me against anyone who tried to demean me, including my mother.

      I shook my head, too tired to go down that avenue of thought right now. Dropping some fish food on the pond’s surface, I headed back to the Lexus, pulled out my purse, left the portfolio and locked the vehicle. This area was quiet but not immune from the spate of crimes that frequently occurred in waves around the city. I stood for a moment and just listened.

      My head jerked up. Had I heard something?

      Narrowing my eyes and preparing to run into the house, I stared at the tall bushes lining the perimeter wall.

      Precious girl, I could imagine Papa saying, his smile beaming from within his thick beard, his pale orange eyes gleaming gently. You’re tired. Go inside, rest.

      It was a kind voice, one I never could ignore. And he’d be right: I was beyond exhausted. Shoulders slouching, I trudged up the steps and unlocked the grill in front of the main door. Slipping through, I locked up behind me and stared across the living room at my father’s antique gun collection.

      Despite not being a fan of guns, I couldn’t bring myself to remove the heirlooms from their wall brackets. Papa had loved them.

      “I’m home. You okay, Gran?” I called out as I leaned against the door, ready to drop. “Gran?”

      “Well, I’m not dead yet, so that’s a bonus,” Gran yelled from her bedroom.

      I tossed my handbag onto the old sofa in the living room. “Did you remember to take your medication?” Kicking off my heels, I flicked on the kitchen lights and groaned as my weary feet touched the cool tiles.

      “How could I forget?” Gran demanded, appearing in the doorway behind me. “You left notes on the bathroom mirror, the kitchen counter and in my slippers. As if that wasn’t enough, you called me—twice—to remind me.”

      Opening the fridge door, I leaned inside, searching for something edible. As glamorous as these gala events were, there was never enough time to eat or drink. Even if I had time, I didn’t enjoy the overly fried vegetables offered as finger foods.

      I pulled out a salad bag. “So, did you?”

      “Of course not,” she quipped, her slippers slapping against the off-white tiles as she hobbled over to the kitchen table. It was a small table, perfectly sized for three people. “I was waiting for you to come home first.”

      I grabbed a platter of vegetables and a bottle of olives. Shaking my head, I turned to face the old woman, my smile widening even as I tried to lecture her.

      “You old goat.” I set the platter, the olives and the salad bag on the counter before retrieving two plates and a large bowl. “I suppose you were waiting for me before eating anything, as well.”

      Gran tried to look innocent, but her brown eyes twinkled with mischief. “There’s never any food in this house.” She smacked her gums as if to emphasize her point. “What am I supposed to do, chew on the furniture?”

      “Oh, gracious no.” I threw up my hands in mock horror. “Please don’t do that. We can’t afford to fix the chair legs again.” Laughing, I dumped the salad into the bowl and added olives and some vegetables. “And we definitely can’t afford new furniture. But if it’s a choice between your teeth and my sofa, the sofa wins, hands down.”

      I piled half of the salad mixture onto a plate, slid it in front of her, leaned down and kissed her cheek. She grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze before letting go. I fixed my own plate and sat down across from her. Fork in hand, I sat there, staring at my dinner.

      “Eat your food, child,” Gran ordered. “Don’t just stare at it.”

      I smiled but didn’t raise my head. Ever since I’d first encountered Gran’s memory issues, I avoided peering too long into her eyes. Each time I did, I risked seeing a blankness there instead of recognition.

      The doctors called it dementia. I called it a disaster.

      Her past was slipping away, and her present was often confusing for her. Although I had a lot of Papa in me, I closely resembled my mother. Gran often mistook me for her daughter, and it tore me up each time. Then, in the next breath, she’d talk about my father, her beloved son-in-law, as if he was still alive and about to walk through the door and reprimand me. To further complicate the matter, she’d flip between the two delusions with bewildering rapidity.

      Figuring out how to manage her illness had been a long, slow learning curve because the roadblocks were invisible. At least now, I was getting better at avoiding them.

      Lately, doing anything different from the routine caused her to experience bewilderment and anxiety. Even if I wanted to move to a different house—which I didn’t—it would be too difficult for her to adjust. She knew where everything was in our home and coped better there than anywhere else.

      “Did you have company today?” I asked around a mouthful of food which may as well have been ashes. My tastebuds were on strike, and I was too tired to deal with one of her episodes.

      “No. That platter of food just appeared in the fridge all by itself,” Gran retorted.

      I smiled, relieved. If she could joke, she was lucid. Lifting my head, I patted her hand. “Good. I hate to think of you puttering around the kitchen with a sharp implement in your hand.”

      “All I need is a wooden spoon, so I can swat your behind every time you walk by,” she said and laughed.

      I loved my grandmother’s laugh. It was more of a hoot, a gentle “hoo, hoo, hoo.” For a moment, I could almost forget the cloud hanging over us.

      “So, who brought us dinner?”

      “I don’t know,” she mumbled around a mouthful. Lifting her chin, she waved a hand at the large kitchen window facing our garden, as if to indicate the neighborhood or perhaps the fish. I never knew. “One of the neighbors.”

      Gran stood and puttered about, cleaning up the kitchen. She never put things where they belonged, but she always left everything sparkling clean so I never argued. Besides, I had issues more pressing than the location of the cutlery.

      I couldn’t figure out how to explain the problems we had, or if I should. Would Gran understand how much strain I was under? With Papa gone, I had no one with whom to discuss these issues.

      I had to make a decision, and soon. Between Gran’s dementia and other health issues, plus my mother’s remaining gambling debts, I was running out of resources.

      Despite making decent money with my event organizing business, I never seemed to have enough. Between the business and Gran, I worked too hard to take on a second job. The thought I might have to sell our cozy home sent a cold chill down my spine. And what would I do with Gran? No, selling was not an option.

      “Are you going to sit there all night, girl?” Gran’s voice had that lecturing tone she reserved for her daughter.

      I waited, quietly.

      “Don’t you have homework to do?” she pressed.

      “Yes, Mama.” It was the shortest and least volatile answer I could give. Besides, soon enough she’d remember I was her granddaughter, although she would probably forget my father was dead.

      “Wait until your father comes home,” Gran scolded as she attacked the dishes with a sponge. “I’m sure he’ll be disappointed to see you sitting about idly.”

      To her, it probably did appear I was idle. Even though my thoughts raced around my head, the rest of me sat slumped at the table. While being accused of laziness didn’t bother me, her words still hurt. She actually expected her son-in-law to come walking through the door at any minute. I only wished it could be true. But he was never coming home.

      “Well?” Gran’s impatient voice cut through my musings.

      “Okay! I’m going.” I stood up, almost toppling my chair. There was only so much pretending I could tolerate. Trying not to stomp like a petulant child, I went off to soak.

      After washing my long hair, I lay back in the tub and stared up at the ceiling. There weren’t any answers there either, but since I’d forgotten to bring a book into the bathroom, it was the best I could do. From the corner of my eye, I watched my hair fan out in a black wave.

      As the water began to cool and my eyelids quivered downward, I listened to the night. A feeling of uneasiness wormed into my restful state. The house had gone quiet. Too quiet. That wasn’t a cause for concern. Gran often wandered back to her bedroom without a word to me. But there was that niggling doubt. The silence had an empty feeling to it, enough to drag me out of the tub.

      Taking care not to slip on the tiles, I wrapped a towel around my dripping hair and slipped into my house robe. Creaking the door open, I called for Gran. There was no answer. Heart pounding, I stepped out and dashed through the entire house.

      Gran was gone.
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      “Twenty-five hundred acres. That’s a lot of space.” Grace rubbed her nose while looking over the brochure.

      “Yeah, but it’s also a whole lot of ‘not Nairobi,’” Ezekiel observed, smiling at Jed’s mate.

      Gathered around the table in the kitchen of the Hardinge Estate’s mansion, Isaac, Jed, Ezekiel and Grace were enjoying a late breakfast. They were also planning a bike ride in Karura Forest, an expanse of forested land on the northern outskirts of Nairobi.

      Grace pointed to the small photograph. “We should include the Amani Garden.”

      Ezekiel knocked a fist against the wooden tabletop. “I’m not so sure Emma will want to relive that day. It’s a nice memorial and all, but she nearly died at Westgate, remember?”

      “Me too,” Isaac protested.

      Grace shrugged, studying an enlargement which she’d brought up on her iPad. The stone rectangular monument supported a plaque on which the artist had carved the names of the victims of the terrorist attack. “Kinda hard to forget.”

      Ezekiel turned toward the sounds of a battle going on around the fridge. His brother Jed was struggling with the door.

      You’d think he’d never seen a refrigerator before, Ezekiel mused.

      A cardboard box of Indian food exploded out of the fridge the moment Jed opened the door. Mustard-yellow sauce splattered over his jeans when the mess hit the floor.

      “Um, be careful,” Isaac warned around a mouthful of cereal. “That fridge, it’s pretty overstuffed.”

      “Thanks for the bloody warning. Who the bloody hell put that away?” Jed complained, gesturing to the food splattered across the tiles and frowning down at his pants.

      Except he didn’t use the word “bloody.”

      Father would be appalled. Ezekiel cringed with every expletive uttered by his brother. There were a number of them, all creatively formed. Grace just snickered at her mate.

      Tired of the verbal barrage, Ezekiel leaned to one side, stared into the offending fridge and clucked his tongue at the precariously stacked containers and bottles.

      “I did request everyone to store leftovers in these containers.” He stood up, opened a cupboard and waved at the contents, all neatly stacked. “Look, I even labeled them so we could find the food easily.”

      “Like that’s going to work,” Isaac said, grinning. Milk dribbled out of the corners of his mouth.

      Ezekiel looked at his younger brother in disgust. Spinning around, he spotted a dish towel and flung it at Isaac.

      “Yeah, it means you need to be literate, Isaac,” Jed growled as he stomped to the sink, leaving a trail of sauce behind him.

      Isaac stroked a hand down the center of his newspaper to flatten the pages. “Don’t worry. I’ll read the labels for you.”

      “Are Emma and King going biking?” Ezekiel asked, hoping to interrupt the argument that would only end when one or more brothers shifted and battled it out in lion form. In the kitchen. Quite possibly on the table, across the counter, against the fridge…

      None of which would sit well with King or his mate, their queen. Not to mention Burr, their live-in house help who happened to be a Tokolosh. Although Ezekiel doubted they should’ve agreed to Koki’s suggestion of hiring the African water sprite as their maid. The hairy little beast looked more like a baboon. And who wants a baboon cleaning the kitchen?

      Then again, no one had the heart to fire the little beast, especially as Koki was no longer around. Shortly after rescuing Grace and Naomi from the Poacher, Koki had left with Ethan Cross to work for Kulinda, a secretive agency tasked with protecting the world of African Paranorms.

      Isaac shrugged and flipped to another page in his cereal-splattered newspaper. “Emma didn’t seem too keen when I asked her, but maybe she just needs more tea.” Stuffing another spoonful of cereal in his mouth, he mumbled, “It’s never a good idea to talk to her before she’s had at least one full pot of tea.”

      He dipped his head, his eyes caught by an article. Although Ezekiel couldn’t figure how he could read anything around the flecks of mushy cereal and milk.

      “Hey,” Isaac exclaimed, spraying more of his breakfast, “did you guys know they’re rebuilding Westgate?”

      Ezekiel shook his head. Jed was still trying to get the curry paste stain out of his pants.

      “Interesting.” Grace didn’t look up from the photo still front and center on her screen.

      Jed shot her a bemused look, then went back to the matter at hand. She became engrossed in studying the map shown on the website. Biting her thumbnail, she raised her head and opened her mouth. Just then, a roar echoed through the house and caused all of them to freeze.

      “What the…” Isaac began but stopped as they heard the pounding of heavy feet on the stairs.

      King strutted into the kitchen, looking far too pleased with himself. Ezekiel had a moment to wonder what his eldest brother—the king of their Pride and the future High King of the Mara-Tsavo Kingdom—had done to warrant such a gloating expression.

      Then Emma slunk past him and sat beside Grace, avoiding their stunned gazes. “What are you looking at?” Tugging on her long, auburn hair, she added, “Oh, the forest. How pretty.”

      Before Grace could answer, King shouted for Daniel to join them. Looking as if he were about to dash off to either an office meeting or a high-end bar, Daniel strolled to the kitchen’s entrance and leaned against the doorway.

      King glanced around, making sure he had their undivided attention. Satisfied, he pulled back his shoulders, cleared his throat and intoned in a voice which was deeper than usual, “It pleases me to announce that your queen, my Emma, carries our future king.” He lifted his chin and grinned as if he’d done something magnificent.

      “Or queen,” Emma interjected.

      Ezekiel chuckled as King gazed down at her as if her new condition had addled her mind.

      Everyone crowded around Emma to congratulate her. King puffed out his chest and pushed or pulled each of them aside, growling, “She needs space to breathe.”

      “She’s hardly in danger of suffocating,” Daniel mused, his poise cool and disinterested from where he stood apart from the others.

      Ezekiel leaned back in his chair. “This is good. The Pride needed this. I’m sure more pregnancies will follow. If the gods bless us, she may be carrying twins. Or triplets.” Then he burst out laughing at the looks on the faces of the expectant parents. “That’s how lions are.”

      Grace rolled her eyes when Ezekiel glanced at Jed who ignored him.

      “What, us, we’re like rabbits?” Isaac asked, spoon halfway to his mouth.

      “Well, you sure look like one,” Jed quipped.

      Isaac grinned. “If we need more babies, me, I’m happy to oblige.”

      Jed scoffed. “As if any self-respecting female would want to get close enough to you for that to happen.”

      He started to light a cigarette when a look from King stopped him. Jed sighed and dropped the hand-rolled cylinder back into his pocket.

      Isaac tilted back in his chair, his face unusually thoughtful. “Hey, Zeeks, you should be next. That Tiger girl seems to like you.”

      Ezekiel shook his head. “No way, man. I’ve got enough to do. Between my carpentry business and helping King look after this Pride, I don’t have enough time for anything else.”

      Isaac yawned and stretched. “Yeah, I guess a man’s gotta sleep sometime.”

      Ezekiel stared at him, then looked away. “Tiger’s pretty busy herself, you know. She’s got her own business. And she takes care of her grandmother.”

      Lowering his gaze before anyone questioned him further, Ezekiel stared at the image of Karura Forest on Grace’s iPad. Not enough time? What a lousy excuse. Of course, he had time for Tiger. He’d give every spare minute to her. It was agonizing to remember how well they fit together on the dance floor at the Carnivore.

      Don’t think about that, he chided himself. She’s mortal and will be gone in the blink of a tiger’s eye. Plus, she's chaos incarnate.

      Sitting up straight in his chair, he tried to clear his head. It was no use; he couldn't ignore thoughts of her. Trying to find something else to focus on, he glanced up at the cupboard with all the labeled food containers. The vision of tidy organization soothed him. Isaac always accused him of having obsessive-compulsive disorder—whatever that was—but Ezekiel didn’t care what his brothers called him. He relished a neat, uncluttered house.

      And she is anything but tidy, he reminded himself. Nope, he was definitely not ready for the bag of craziness which seemed to follow Tiger everywhere she went.

      “So how about baby names?” Isaac interrupted Ezekiel’s mental chaos. “Me, I’ve got a great name if it’s a boy.”

      “Let me guess,” Jed grunted as he scooped Grace off her chair, sat down and pulled her onto his lap. Rubbing a hand through her short, black hair, he nuzzled her neck. “It starts with the letter ‘I.’”

      “Wow, how d'you guess?” Isaac cackled.

      Waving her hand to get attention, Emma wagged a finger. “Stop fussing about names. We have a way to go yet. Someone, get me some tea.”

      “Of course,” King gushed and stood up, then paused. “Wait. Is tea good for the baby?”

      Shaking her head, Grace leaned against Jed’s chest. “You’re not going to be one of those dads, are you?”

      Emma smiled pointedly, her gentle hazel eyes taking on a harsh green glint, a reminder she was a wolf Shifter. Everyone backed up a step, including King.

      “I don’t know if it’s good for the baby,” Emma cooed, “but if I don’t get some tea, it won’t be good for you.”

      As if by magic, there was a full teapot along with a set of cups and saucers on the table in front of Emma. Waving King away, Emma poured a cup, set down the pot and lifted the fragrant brew to her lips.

      Jed spun an empty cup in its saucer. “I’m more of a coffee guy myself.”

      Silence.

      Isaac whistled and shook his head while King gaped, then muttered, “Oh, boy.”

      Emma set down her cup with exaggerated precision. “You didn’t really mean that, now did you, Jedediah Kiprop?”

      Enough sweetness in her tone to poison a Pride, Ezekiel mused, careful to keep his thoughts to himself.

      Grace jumped up and tugged at Jed’s arm. “We’ll be by the barn, loading up the bicycles.”

      “We’re not going today,” Daniel pointed out.

      “Well, it’s always good to plan ahead,” Grace chirped before she and Jed dashed out of the kitchen. A moment later, Grace shrieked and giggled.

      Isaac tilted his head to one side. “Me, I don’t think they went to the stables.”

      Sighing, Ezekiel shook his head and leaned his chin on one hand. “Just finish your breakfast, please.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            Tiger

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s one thing to misplace a set of keys, and quite another to lose a human.

      “Blast,” I muttered which was really me trying not to panic, and failing miserably.

      Okay, Tiger, this is no time to panic, I thought, as if it weren’t already too late for such advice. Breathe, girl. No biggie. A little, old lady with dementia is now wandering the streets of Nairobi. By herself. At night.

      On second thought, maybe it was the perfect time to panic. Instead, I took a deep breath, then another. The blackness around the edge of my vision receded.

      I dragged the towel off my head and vigorously rubbed my damp hair. This wasn’t the first time Gran had wandered off, but she usually didn’t go out after dark. Nighttime strolls in Nairobi were not a good idea, especially for a lone woman. Even more so for a lone, elderly woman who had a habit of forgetting where she was and where she was going.

      “Why?” I moaned aloud as I stuffed my damp feet into a pair of sneakers. “And where would she go so late?”

      Tugging on a jacket, I ran outside and glanced around the garden, hoping for a miracle. From over the wall, an unlit street lamp greeted me. There were a number of street lamps gracing my neighborhood, but only one of them had a functioning bulb. The unlit presence of the other lamps mocked me.

      Easy now, I warned whatever part of my brain which might be paying attention. If she’s close by, you don’t want to frighten her. We want to run into her, not run over her.

      Sometimes the advice I gave myself didn’t make sense. This wasn’t one of those times. I leveled my breathing, slowed my pace and glanced around me. I needn’t have bothered. Gran had left the premises.

      Can I panic now?

      I managed major publicity events for famous Kenyan celebrities and big companies without issue. Disaster and chaos could rain down, and I would be unflappable. But this? I was ready to melt into a puddle of uselessness.

      What would Papa say?

      It was a game I often played when I felt myself about to descend into a minor meltdown. I could almost hear his voice, the voice of reason: “My daughter, my little Tiger, outside in the darkness of Nairobi is when you must be calm, levelheaded, observant.”

      He was right, of course.

      I glanced around for my night security guard and couldn’t see him. That explained how Gran had managed to sneak out.

      As if my irritation had summoned him, the guard slouched into view. Gritting my teeth, I nodded at him and indicated for him to open the gate. He gave me a puzzled look but wordlessly obeyed. Slipping through the opening, I stood on the edge of the road and looked all around, watching, listening. Just like a tiger would, all senses alert.

      When I glanced toward the intersection with the main road, I saw two figures headed my way. With no street lighting and a thick cloud cover overhead, I couldn’t make out who they were. Shadows obscured the shorter one, but the taller one was definitely a man.

      Now what?

      I had three choices: run out and overwhelm these two strangers with tearful questions, remain hidden in the shadow of the gateposts, or—my personal favorite—slink back into the house, make a cup of herbal tea and wait until they passed my gate. Only the first two options really made any sense. And the security guard was obviously waiting for me to make up my mind.

      Still unsure, I decided to linger outside the gate, hoping the two would wander off so I could continue my search. If they seemed at all threatening, I’d jump back inside my compound.

      While I waited, I began to worry about Gran. What if I didn’t find her? What if the harsh words after dinner were the last words I was ever able to say to her? Why is it we always have time for regret, but never seem to have time to think about the consequences of our actions before we take them? Gran didn’t ask to become sick. The dementia wasn’t her fault, and neither were the actions she took because of the disease.

      I leaned against the tall, concrete wall and sighed. Although I’d come
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