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      Dear reader, I thought it prudent to provide a synopsis of my past adventures, to refresh the mind, invigorate the spirit and prepare you for the disaster that awaits. If you are already conversant in the comings and goings of the past few months in Nairobi, then by all means skip along to the next chapter.

      As some of you may (or may not) recall, I arrived in East Africa with my aunt, uncle and cousins, not to mention a dead husband in tow. Life’s tragedy had bestowed on me resilience to change and challenge, so I approached the dramatic move with a certain curiosity and a conviction that I would no longer be employed in paranormal investigations.

      As it turned out, the African continent was riddled with all sorts of wildlife, of which the most interesting specimens would never be found mounted on a hunter’s wall.

      Soon after setting eyes on the town which was little more than a construction camp, I quickly became embroiled in the matter of the Ghost Lions. These fascinating creatures were in fact twin shape-shifters with a fondness for goat meat.

      It was during that fiasco when I was introduced to Kam, the God of Lightning and all things troublesome, and my future husband Mr. Timmons, who at first meeting struck me as an irksome and dangerous man, an opinion I still at times maintain.

      I then had to contend with a rampaging automaton that was possessed by the demented and vindictive Mrs. Cricket, the deceased wife of the bumbling but well-meaning inventor Dr. Cricket.

      Possession seemed to be the theme of the day, for my uncouth horse Nelly was likewise battling with a serpent spirit which she eventually devoured and in the process developed a peculiar obsession with flowers and flying.

      Meanwhile, Dr. Cricket was possessed by the notion that I might actually be induced to marry him. My cousin Lilly became infatuated with the dashing Mr. Tiberius Elkhart, a Popobawa. His crime was to abduct me in a failed attempt to deport me back to England. After a delightful skirmish in a cave with the evil Mrs. Cricket, we suffered through the ordeal of planning Lilly’s wedding.

      No sooner had we sorted that mess out, my dead brother  Drew arrived. As it turned out, he wasn’t as dead as we’d all presumed. He revealed himself to be not only a werewolf, but the beloved of my best friend Priscilla White.

      As if that wasn’t sufficiently unsettling, my nemesis also decided to pay me a visit. I’m not the vengeful sort, so I don’t quite appreciate the motivations of those who are. Koki, a she-demon from West Africa, was one of those vindictive personalities and had stalked me ever since I sliced off one of her legs. In my defense, it was either her leg or my head that was being removed, and she did have five other legs while I had only one head.

      Needless to say, there was a grand battle on the shores of Lake Naivasha that was proceeding rather poorly until Koki’s spider husband, Anansi the Trickster God, put a stop to it while reminding me of a promise I had never intended to make.

      At some point, Mr. Timmons persuaded me to marry him. Before we could carry through with that madness, Lilly and I were kidnapped by a zeppelin-flying dwarf who shall be referred to as Nameless. The experience wasn’t as terrible as it sounds.

      Far more offputting were the truths that I discovered concerning my beloved mentor, Prof. Runal, the Director of the Society for Paranormals. It appeared the wily old werewolf hadn’t been at all forthright about his involvement in the deaths of my parents and my first husband, Gideon.

      While the Society was officially governed by three mandates that protect both normal and paranormal communities, there was a little-known fourth mandate that provided justification for murder. And between fending off Nameless and discovering inconvenient truths about my former employer, I yet again ran afoul of Koki and lost my left hand in the process.

      Dr. Ribeiro, a zebra-riding Goan with a charming disposition, managed to prevent my premature demise while Dr. Cricket invented for me a rather clever contraption to replace my lost limb.

      Along the journey, I discovered my mother was a witch (literally). In addition to being a witch myself, I was also part werewolf, which explained my odd, yellow eyes and my impressive night vision, not to mention my highly sensitive olfactory nerves and my wolf energy.

      More critical than that was the realization that for all that I had lost in my life, I had gained a circle of friends and family whose eccentricities and powers were only matched by their devotion.

      And now, let us begin.
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      The first scream ended abruptly, which was fortunate for all but the source of the scream, as no one likes to be awoken in such a manner. It is safe to assume the brevity of the noise created was associated with the rapidity of the victim’s demise. Perhaps the screams would have persisted longer if the victim had caught more than a fleeting glimpse of the beast, or if the beast’s appetite had been less than voracious.

      Its needs somewhat appeased by the delicacy, the hunter lingered on the outskirts of the settlement, waiting, its hunched form clinging to the outstretched branch of a flame tree.

      It didn’t have long to wait. A woman and her child hurried along the darkening path, their backs bowed under loads of wood. They glanced about in every direction but upward, as if at some level they intuited the risk of being out among the trees past sunset. Yet despite their care, they failed to recognize where the true danger lay.

      A moon, heavy with light, hovered close by, a watchful and aloof spectator with no interest in the scene beyond a dispassionate curiosity.

      Something howled, and the two humans and the beast startled at the sound. It was a foreign cry in this land, the call of another hunter who didn’t belong on these shores.

      Dismissing the distraction, the creature crouched in readiness, unconcerned by the other, distant predator. An unearthly silence pervaded the air, for no other being would dare enter the space in which it stalked its prey. Less able to disregard the howl, the woman berated the child for its slowness as they approached the occupied tree.

      Leaning forward, the beast readied its arms, long and muscular, each ending in three long claws.

      The woman continued to shuffle along, even when her head was removed with two fierce strokes. Only after she passed from under the branch did her legs give way. Branches fell off her back with a great clatter that could barely disguise the child’s wail.

      Satiated, the hunter emitted a sound reminiscent of a tortured demon, leaped to another tree, scurried down and raced off into the darkness.
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      “Where is the brain?” I asked with little perturbation, for in my experience there were many people running about with no brains and they managed sufficiently well.

      I handed my neatly packed travel bag to my new and not-dead husband, Simon Timmons. After all that I’d endured, I marveled that I finally had a live one — husband, that is — instead of a ghost. Speaking of which, I wondered to where the previous husband had wandered off, and fervently hoped he wouldn’t disturb my honeymoon.

      “Exactly, Miss Knight,” Dr. Ribeiro enthused with his classic, side-to-side head waggle that only an Indian could truly master. “Then again, jellyfish are having no brains, Miss Knight, and they have been existing for 650 million years. So there is hope.”

      Around thirty years of age and sporting a neatly trimmed beard, Dr. Ribeiro was as usual impeccably dressed in a three-piece suit and tie with a homburg hat made of light brown felt and a stiff, curled brim. Although he rode his zebra with great confidence, his demeanor had always impressed upon me his humility and sincerity. His warm, brown eyes had a calming effect, while his quaint Indian accent provided a pleasant distraction.

      On that day however, I found myself more distracted by his offering than his endearing peculiarities. I peered again into the hatbox and regarded its macabre contents, half my mind on the upcoming honeymoon and half on the brainless head before us.

      “And in fact there is another head in the very same-same condition,” the doctor continued. “But one is very sufficient to be making the point.”

      “And what exactly is that point, doctor?” Mr. Timmons asked as he tied everything in place on the back of the wagon. “That my bride should discuss brainless heads on our honeymoon?”

      “Yes, yes, Mr. Timmons,” Dr. Ribeiro said, his smile shining through his facial hair. “In fact, that’s the very point. The villagers are claiming a creature called the Kerit performed this operation on an unwilling patient. And who else but Miss Knight should I be informing?”

      “Quite right,” Mr. Timmons said, his gray eyes glittering. “What else would a newlywed wish to discuss save the culprit who steals brains? I think perhaps there are some people wandering about as brainless as that head.”

      It seemed we were all of one mind on the existence of brainless people. However, before the doctor could enthusiastically agree to this, a voice pierced our conversation with a shrill cry of, “Jo-nas!”

      “Ah, the remarkable and flamboyant Mrs. Steward,” Dr. Ribeiro gushed. “A most impressively fearsome specimen of the Englishwoman, if you aren’t minding me saying so.”

      I didn’t mind at all, but didn’t bother expressing the sentiment. Meanwhile, Jonas shuffled around the corner of the house, gulping down tea from a tin mug and in no hurry to respond to the summons. He nodded at us, his wrinkled face creasing up in a smile.

      “Jonas,” Mrs. Steward huffed as she flung open the front door and stepped onto the creaking veranda, her chins wobbling. “Jonas, get that zebra away from my flowers instantly.”

      She pointed a pudgy finger at the offending creature who, to its credit, was nowhere near her precious and long-suffering rosebush.

      Dr. Ribeiro didn’t bestir himself to inform the good lady that normal zebras, such as the one he rode, weren’t inclined to devouring flowers. Even if she’d bothered to listen, she wouldn’t have believed him. Her only direct experience with a zebra unfortunately involved a specimen possessed by a serpent spirit that had a predilection for devouring flowers and stamping hoof prints upon coffee tables.

      Instead and with remarkable forethought, the doctor closed up the box containing the brainless head and proceeded to escort his zebra a reasonable distance away from my aunt’s wrath. Satisfied her roses were secured from pending destruction, Mrs. Steward directed her attention to Jonas.

      “Jonas, you’re to accompany the Timmonses…” At that, she paused and smiled, a movement that transformed her entire face into a spectacle of near-rapture. Turning her benevolent gaze to me, she sighed with the deepest contentment at having successfully wedded me off to a man who had no objection to marrying a widow. “On their honeymoon,” she finished.

      “That’s terribly kind of you, but not necessary,” I protested but she waved my words away.

      “Nonsense,” she said. “I do not intend to see you off unassisted. In addition, Lady Hardinge.” At the mention of her noble in-laws, the radiance of her expression further increased. “That benevolent gentlewoman is sending me a couple that I may employ here. The boy is an experienced gardener, and the girl has been taught how to cook proper food.”

      Rather indelicately, Jonas snorted tea out his nostrils and mumbled words that bore a close resemblance to “White man’s junk,” as he tried to recover his breath.

      Mrs. Steward peered down at Jonas, a disapproving tightness around her mouth. “On further consideration, perhaps you would wish to employ Jonas yourself? If these new people work out as well as that illustrious lady vows they will, I may have little need for a third.”

      I glanced at Jonas with some trepidation, mortified as I wondered what impact such condescending words from his employer would have on him. A wide grin greeted my concern as he eagerly anticipated my affirmative answer.

      “Absolutely,” Mr. Timmons said before I could, his own grin matching Jonas’. “A generous offer and gracious gesture, Mrs. Steward, as could only emanate from a laudable gentlewoman such as yourself. I’m confident we can find suitable tasks for Jonas. Can’t we, dear?” He turned his rascally expression to me and waggled his eyebrows.

      Before Mrs. Steward or I could comment further on the matter of suitability, Jonas spun about, tea sloshing in his wake, and dashed away.

      “Where are you off to, you scallawag?” Mrs. Steward demanded, her plump cheeks puffing out with exasperation.

      “To pack,” Jonas shouted and he clicked his heels as he vanished around the corner of the house.

      “Well,” Mrs. Steward said with a sniff, perhaps miffed by the unseemly eagerness displayed by Jonas to exit her employ. “I suppose that settles that.”

      “I’m sure he’ll miss you excessively,” I said as I sought to console her.

      “Really?” Mr. Timmons said, knowing what I was attempting to do and determined not to allow me. “I’ve never seen the bloke exhibit such a high degree of enthusiasm.”

      I gave him a look of rebuke which he ignored as he took my hand and assisted me up into the wagon.

      “Don’t forget to collect that horrible horse of yours, Bee,” Mrs. Steward said. “We have enough to contend with here.”

      “Perish the thought,” I replied, for I couldn’t possibly leave a possessed horse unattended, now that Jonas wouldn’t be around to keep Nelly out of trouble.

      “And don’t depart without Jonas,” my aunt continued, as if concerned we might alter our decision and leave her burdened with the little man.

      “Don’t go without me,” the man in question called out as he limped back around the corner, a small sack over one shoulder, a bed roll under the other arm and a bright red blanket draped over his head.

      “If only packing were so easy for the rest of us.” I sighed as Jonas tossed his meager worldly possessions into the wagon and scrambled up front. “And Nelly?”

      “We’ll pick her up on the way,” Mr. Timmons responded. “She can follow along behind the wagon.”

      “I’ll drive, bwana,” Jonas announced, clearly determined to prove his worth to us, his new employers.

      An eyebrow raised skeptically, Mr. Timmons inquired while gesturing ahead, “And you know how to drive a pair of horses?”

      Jonas shrugged. “They’re like oxen, only prettier.”

      Dr. Ribeiro distracted me from whatever pithy advice my husband might have for Jonas by holding the hatbox up. “The head, Miss Knight. What to do? And let’s not be forgetting the Bubonic Plague.”

      I had indeed forgotten entirely about the Plague. Then again, Dr. Ribeiro had raised the issue during my wedding, so I was hardly at fault for being distracted by other matters. Brainless heads, decapitated corpses and a Plague! At least I couldn’t complain of ever being without some mystery to occupy my mind. As I mulled over the predicament, the wagon lurched forward.

      “We’ll have to discuss it when I return, shall we?” I responded as the horses broke into a gallop.

      “They’re horses, man, not oxen!” Mr. Timmons shouted at Jonas as he reined the animals into a more leisurely pace.

      My last view of my old home was Mrs. Steward gesturing at the box in Dr. Ribeiro’s hands, and then we rolled around a clump of trees.
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      Flamingos, a small zebra herd and a solitary giraffe littered the lakeshore when we finally arrived that evening and stopped in a clearing among the yellow-barked fever trees. While I wished nothing more than to scramble off the wagon and collapse onto terra firma, I restrained myself. For how thoroughly unromantic would it be if I behaved as if I hadn’t just wed?

      Mr. Timmons did his best to live up to the standard of a newly married man and, with a roguish grin, assisted me down while kissing my hand. The two horses snorted as I leaned against one; I imagined they were as equally relieved as I to have finished traversing the narrow, rough path down the Rift Valley’s escarpment from Nairobi to Lake Naivasha. Nelly seemed the least disconcerted by the tiring day and tore off clumps of leaves from a weedy bush.

      “We’d have been here faster if I’d driven,” Jonas muttered, scratching his head, his dark face scrunched like a dried-up apple.

      “We’d have been dead if you’d driven,” Mr. Timmons retorted.

      “Now we must set up camp as the sun is setting,” the little man continued as if Mr. Timmons had said nothing of importance.  “And we’ll miss Mama Steward’s after-wedding meal.”

      Casting a disgusted look at us, he shuffled off in search of firewood.

      “He does have a point,” I said. “My aunt hired a decent cook for the occasion.” I could well imagine at that very moment the extended family assembled for a supper that would please all who consumed it.

      “Why did we bring him again?” Mr. Timmons asked, staring after Jonas with an offended expression.

      “To make us tea,” I reminded him.

      It really didn’t matter why anymore, for here we were and I was determined to enjoy my honeymoon, even if I had to miss the celebratory dinner being held in Nairobi.

      As I was incapable of further exertion, I sat on one of the large buttressing roots that jutted out from the yellow trees around us. Thus settled, I allowed the stillness of the air, the songs of colorful birds and the gentle crunching of grass by the zebras to settle upon my weary soul. A wet, whooshing sound alerted me to the presence of a small herd of hippos, although I could only detect their ears and flaring nostrils jutting out of the water.

      A couple of fireflies flickered sweetly about our small clearing while a blue-headed lizard shimmied down a tree trunk. Concerns about the Bubonic Plague and the brain-eating monster faded away, and I sighed with utter contentment. The isolation of our camp was thoroughly sublime.

      “How delightful. We have company,” a silky male voice wrapped itself around me.

      Before I could turn toward the source, a sultry female voice on my other side purred, “Aren’t they a dish?”

      I glanced about the clearing. Mr. Timmons was piling up Jonas’ first load of firewood in a rather complicated structure that presumably would enhance the experience of a campfire, assuming the wood pile didn’t collapse on itself. Jonas was doing a brilliant job supervising.

      “Who…?” I inquired.

      Mr. Timmons peered at me over the wood and raised an eyebrow.

      “That’s not the best wood,” the silky voice continued. “It’ll burn far too fast. What a pity.”

      “I wouldn’t fret,” the sultry voice said. “Although we do so enjoy a meal by firelight.”

      The two voices giggled.

      I spun about, flapping away the fireflies. While they had created a romantic atmosphere only a moment ago, now they were a distraction. Jonas had wandered off and Mr. Timmons was admiring his handiwork.

      “Mr. Timmons… Er, Simon,” I called to him, thrilled at the unaccustomed informality and intimacy the use of his given name suggested.

      He glanced up from the intricate wood stack with a grin.

      He’s thinking the same, I thought, and smiled despite the mystery of the disembodied voices. “Do you hear anyone else? Where’s Jonas?”

      “He mentioned something about more wood and no, I don’t,” he answered me, rubbing his neatly clipped sideburns.

      “Is she referring to us?” the sultry voice asked.

      “Impossible,” retorted the other with great finality. “They can’t see or hear us.”

      I squinted my eyes, and energy fields flared up around me: the trees with their muted dark green glow, Mr. Timmons with his wild, bright and powerful pulse, the insects as small pinpoints of red, the two black vampires…

      “Mr. Timmons,” I shouted out of habit as I stumbled away from the two energy forms that were almost on top of me.

      He was by my side in an instant, the abandoned wood crashing into chaos behind him. “What has you so disturbed, my love?” he asked, his energy field preparing to lash out and drain any hint of threat in the vicinity.

      “Can’t you see them?” I demanded, waving toward the two fireflies.

      Fireflies?

      The insects glowed and bobbed about before me, as romantic a sight as ever. Except…

      I squinted again, and the energy forms of the bugs shifted between insect and vampire.

      “Those,” I said, jabbing a finger at the fireflies which, to Mr. Timmons, appeared as only that. “They’re…”

      “Fireflies?” Mr. Timmons finished my sentence for me, amused by my flustered attempts at speech.

      “Adze,” Jonas added as he deposited more wood near the fire pit.

      “Bless you. Are you catching a cold, Jonas?” Mr. Timmons inquired, perhaps wondering if his travel companions had both been infected by a sort of delirium.

      Jonas sighed heavily at our ignorance. “Adze are West African vampires that live among the Ewe people. They appear as fireflies and can pass through closed doors. But beware,” and he shook a finger sternly. “In their human form, the Adze may attack  and eat your organs.”

      “How very indiscrete and inconsiderate, loitering about another’s private camp and eating their organs,” I scolded the bugs.

      The fireflies giggled, shifted and transformed into an impossibly beautiful African woman and an equally gorgeous African man, both sporting talons for fingernails. They were so scantily dressed as to be scandalous. Indeed, they would have caused my aunt to be insupportably outraged if they ever flew through her door.

      “Impressive,” the man said in his silky voice, nodding at Jonas and bowing slightly in my direction. He bestowed on me a stunning smile that caused my eyes to dilate, and not because of the pointed canines.

      “Oh my,” I breathed.

      “This is Yao,” he informed me, tapping his broad, finely toned chest with both hands. “And this is Yao’s sister, Yawa.”

      I was tempted to correct his use of the third person when describing himself, but his dark eyes consumed my vision and my ability to articulate a grammatical correction.

      “You know of us then?” Yawa demanded of Jonas in her sultry voice.

      Jonas squirmed, not as stunned by the woman’s tempting smile as Mr. Timmons seemed to be. Scratching at the short salt-and-pepper curls that graced his wrinkled head, Jonas hesitated a moment as he pondered on a response. With some care and with his eyes averted, he answered, “I’ve heard the stories.”

      The two vampire siblings laughed with the sound of a burbling river, and Mr. Timmons and I joined in, although I couldn’t say why.

      Jonas said with some warmth, “It’s nothing to laugh about. Their favorite meal is the blood of children, followed by the liver and heart.”

      “Only on special occasions,” Yawa corrected him with a playful pout.

      The functioning part of my mind knew I should experience a certain degree of revulsion at the disagreeable image thus presented, but I couldn’t muster the outrage required.

      “Come, lovely dear,” Yawa cooed. “Make the fire.”

      “Yes, do,” Yao added. “We so love the firelight.”

      Jonas scowled, and I was disappointed to note that he was in an obstinate mood. He jabbed a finger at the two Adze. “Be off, you bugs. Don’t pay them any mind, Miss Knight. They’re trouble and lots of it.”

      “Surely not,” I murmured, mortified at Jonas’ lack of social etiquette.

      A tingling sensation by my side distracted me from the alluring gaze of Yao. I peered down to witness my wolf energy glowing, its teeth bared.

      “What an intriguing pet,” Yao purred. “So pretty, so bright.”

      The energy form — a residual effect of a werewolf bite I’d suffered during childhood — snarled silently, as equally unconcerned with manners as Jonas. The wolf energy tended to  appear when danger did. Thus alerted, I turned to Mr. Timmons. He was engrossed with whatever Yawa was saying, which was in fact very little. I smacked him with my left hand, which was conveniently made of metal.

      “Ouch. What…?” he remarked with little cordial feeling in contrast to his earlier demeanor toward me.

      “Barely a day married and already you appear to be losing interest in your bride,” I chided him, but merely to cover my own shameful misconduct as I shook off the lingering attraction to the Adze. “They’re Charming us, you silly man. They have a degree of possessive power. The next thing you know, they’ll be draining us as we smile at them for doing so.”

      Jonas nodded approvingly while Mr. Timmons eyed our visitors darkly.

      Yao pouted sweetly. “We’d only drink a little. You’d not notice at all.”

      “And we can’t possess anyone yet,” Yawa further elucidated. “But when we get stronger, then we shall have a human pet to do our bidding.” She giggled but none of us were in the least bit Charmed.

      “I feel uncommonly foolish,” Mr. Timmons muttered.

      “You mustn’t be too severe upon yourself. In truth, foolishness is all too common,” I said, which was as near to a confession as I dared provide.

      I directed the wolf energy to enter my metal hand and reached for my fully loaded walking stick, which was as deceptively innocent in looks as the Adze. The two vampires ignored the stick — always a foolhardy decision — and gaped at my metal hand which was now glowing with wolf energy.

      “Bee-you-tee-ful,” Yao breathed out, his black eyes reflecting the light, his elegantly proportioned hand reaching out toward mine, the talons as sharp as blades, his canines gleaming against oily black skin.

      “Yes, let’s have a look-see,” Yawa pleaded, her thick, long nails scratching at the air.

      Mr. Timmons’ energy sizzled. I could sense it stretch out toward the vampires as he prepared to leach them of their energy. And then to what would I be married? Would he be able to turn into an energy thief shaped as a firefly?

      Before I could decide to intervene or not, a flash of lightning blinded us all. Ozone stung my highly sensitive olfactory senses. When our eyes re-focused, we beheld a dark form standing near the fire pit.

      “My, my. Look who’s graced us with his presence,” Mr. Timmons commented.

      Indeed, who but the African God of Lightning.
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      “This is rapidly becoming a terribly overcrowded honeymoon,” I muttered, but no one was paying me the least attention. This vexed me somewhat, considering that it was my honeymoon.

      “Kam,” Mr. Timmons curtly acknowledged the tall, muscular African.

      With the briefest of nods, Kam returned the greeting. His dark skin, far too much of which was visible by English standards of propriety and decency, was covered in markings permanently etched with magic. Should I squint, I would see them move and exude supernatural light. What I wouldn’t see was an energy field, which always perturbed me: every living thing should have a field, yet Kam didn’t.

      “Oh, a spirit of the air,” Yao breathed out.

      “The God of Lightning himself,” Yawa murmured.

      Their eyes dilated, their countenances radiant with joy and awe, the two Adze siblings sidled up to Kam. For his part, he appeared less than thrilled to be acquainted with them.

      “Miss Knight, are you well?” he inquired in his deep, gravelly voice as he attempted to extract himself from the Adze’s embrace.

      I contemplated informing the lightning spirit that I was now officially Mrs. Timmons, but then again, neither he nor Jonas seemed overly concerned by such formalities. Conscious of the jealous stare Yawa was leveling at me, I replied, “Adequately so, Kam, although I hadn’t imagined so many visitors during my honeymoon.”

      His lips twitched in the briefest suggestion of a smile. “I’m sure. You saw the head?”

      I sighed the sigh of a bride resigning herself to sharing her newlywed camp with more than just her groom. “Am I to assume you refer to the head without a brain that our zebra-training friend Dr. Ribeiro was carrying around with him?”

      A nod sufficed as an answer, for Kam was as per usual in a taciturn frame of mind. Sadly, the same couldn’t be said of the Adze.

      “Oh, Yao likes the sound of this doctor friend of yours,” Yao gushed. “A thoughtful fellow indeed, carrying around an extra head.”

      “I admire any man with sense to carry about such a suitable snack,” Yawa agreed.

      “What manner of beast decapitates a person and removes the brain?” I asked, hoping to provoke a more adequate response.

      “The Kerit,” Jonas stated as he built up the structure of firewood. It was a good deal more impressive than Mr. Timmons’ efforts (a fact I would never mention aloud). I was pleased that our new employee was skilled in such practical matters, for a cup of tea was at that moment indispensably necessary.

      Yao grinned sufficiently to reveal almost all his teeth. “How enchanting. The Kerit has returned. What great sport we shall have.”

      I frowned at the former firefly. “I see the propensity for disagreeable entertainment is as prevalent in African vampires as it is in the English ones.”

      Yao snorted in disdain while Yawa bared her teeth at me and hissed, “Don’t dare compare us with your pale-faced ruffians.”

      “Ladies,” Mr. Timmons interjected, having satisfied himself that we were in no imminent danger of having our blood drained or our organs devoured for dinner. “While I’m always delighted to host my wife’s unique, work-related acquaintances, I believe we’ve far surpassed the acceptable duration of a social visit.”

      Tempted as I was to pursue the conversation, Mr. Timmons did have a point and a jolly good one at that. Mrs. Beeton, the illustrious author of the Book of Household Management, was quite firm on the duration of time a social visit should be endured. And need I mention that this was supposed to be a honeymoon? The lateness of the hour only solidified the point. Personally, I preferred not to gallivant about at night unless life or death required me to do so.

      “Tomorrow perhaps?” I suggested and caught Mr. Timmons’ belligerent expression. He may have cleaned up his sideburns and tied back his dark mane, but he had limited tolerance for social niceties and even less for having his plans disturbed. “Or perhaps we could convene next week and discuss this brainless business,” I hastened to amend my invitation. “When we return to Nairobi. After our honeymoon. Will that do, Kam?”

      Kam raised a finely shaped eyebrow and tilted his smoothly shaven head. Without further comment, he turned and melted into the night, followed eagerly by the two Adze.
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      “Remove your tongue from the frying pan!”

      And thus I was awoken one morning, several days after our strange firefly visitation.

      “My tongue isn’t in the pan,” I grumbled, but only after checking that the muscle in question was firmly within my mouth.

      “I don’t believe he was referring to you, dear lady,” Mr. Timmons murmured at my side.

      “It’s terribly irksome to be awoken with such a controversial statement,” I scolded him, as if it was his fault that such words had been uttered. “For now my curiosity is prodding me to awaken while the rest of me wants nothing more than to prolong my slumber.”

      “Ah yes,” he replied, a smile in his voice. “The curse of the investigator: unbridled curiosity and an utter disregard for safety.”

      I rolled over and peered down at the rogue. “You’re not planning on stepping out, by any chance?”

      “I’m not an investigator.”

      “Most inconvenient,” I said, for now my inquisitiveness and my bladder compelled me to bundle myself up and step out of the tent and into the brisk dawn air.

      Our camp was at the edge of the lakeshore, hemmed in on one side by water and the other by an acacia forest. The surface of the lake glowed with the golden red of sunrise. The water’s smoothness was undisturbed except for a patch nearby where a herd of hippos resided, their large square heads barely visible, ears twitching as they studied me in turn.

      “I doubt it was your tongues that caused the fuss,” I said and turned in time to see Jonas chasing a giraffe and waving a frying pan fiercely over his head in time to a string of Swahili words. Judging by the tone and his expression, those words were best left untranslated.

      The giraffe loped away, unfazed by the diminutive man who barely stood as tall as its large, knobby knees. A red-eyed, blue-headed bird cheerfully pecked at the loaf of bread carelessly left unattended near the campfire.

      Despite the prospect of holes in my toast, I released a contented sigh, for it had been a blissful several days, untainted by Plague, brainless heads, decapitated corpses, revenge-driven Praying Mantis, or anything remotely dangerous, aside from a couple of firefly vampires, the hippos and Jonas’ cooking.

      “Positively enchanting,” I pronounced the trip.

      “Agreed,” a voice rumbled behind me as Mr. Timmons wrapped me in his arms and kissed my neck. Utterly pleased with himself, he strolled off into the undergrowth.

      I could only hope that Gideon, my dead husband, wasn’t haunting nearby. That would indeed be awkward.

      You’ll have to deal with it sooner or later, I reprimanded myself, although later would be preferable to sooner.

      Such cowardliness was uncharacteristic of me, for in matters of life, death, and maintaining one over the other by whatever means required, I was of a stout constitution. When however I was involved in matters of the heart, I preferred to shrink
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