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      The Bat’s Brew was as nasty as they came, which suited him perfectly.

      Located on the edge of Kibera—the largest slum in sub-Saharan Africa—the bar wasn’t an establishment generally frequented by residents of Nairobi’s more affluent neighborhoods. It served up foul and lethal concoctions created in someone’s backyard in a large kettle reminiscent of a witch’s cauldron.

      Eyebrows rose and heads turned as the door to the Bat’s Brew opened with a slam. The nervousness of the patrons and owner was to be expected. After all, it was an illegal brewery and thus victim to unexpected visits by the police.

      In the momentary hush, the newcomer studied the smoky room lit by kerosene storm lanterns. Anyone who dared meet his gaze quickly turned away from the fierceness of his pale yellow eyes; the thick, dark eyelashes only emphasized the unearthly nature of their color.

      Although not the biggest man in the place, there was something about the posture of his gracefully muscular form which suggested restrained violence. No one challenged him as he stalked deeper into the room, his boots thudding softly against the hard-packed earth floor.

      Once he selected a table in the farthest corner where he could keep an eye on everyone, people returned to their poison of choice, the muted conversations gradually filling the space.

      “Well, as I live and breathe.” A skinny man with a scratchy voice shuffled over and joined the newcomer at the corner table. “Jedediah Kiprop, fourth son of the High King of the Mara-Tsavo Kingdom.”

      “Keep it down, Wart,” Jed grumbled as he scanned the room again.

      Wart scoffed, dragged a chair away from the table and slumped into it. “You think anyone cares who you are, or who your father is?” He shook his head and pulled out a cigarette from his shirt pocket. “Even if they can hear me, none of them is listening. The humans here, they don’t know what I’m talking about. And them Paranorms that do, well, they know better than to poke their big snouts into our business.”

      Jed leaned back into his chair, his eyes narrowing. He rubbed his goatee, then combed his fingers through his dark brown hair. It was a bit long on top, a fact that would surely tick off his eldest brother, King Kiprop. “Still, a bit of discretion goes a long way.”

      Wart laughed, a shrill and grating sound. “Since when do you care about discretion?”

      Placing his elbows on the grungy table, Jed lowered his voice. “Since I started chasing that Demon.”

      This put a quick end to Wart’s laughter.  Glancing around, the whites of his eyes bright against his dark skin, he lowered his voice. “Careful what you say here, Jed.”

      “Didn’t you just tell me no one cared?”

      “Them, they don’t care about normal stuff.” Wart lowered his gaze to the table, his jagged nails rubbing at the scarred and scratched wooden surface. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down several times. “But there’s them, them that do care about…” His eyes twitched upward to meet Jed’s fierce eyes before dropping back down. “Well, this business. Your business. The one you should just forget about.”

      Before Jed could think it through, one of his hands was wrapped around Wart’s scrawny neck. “Forget about it?” he repeated, his gravelly voice low and on the verge of a growl. “You mean forget about my sister? You don’t really mean that, now. Do you, Wart?”

      Wart’s eyes were as wide as they could be, almost bulging out of his face. “No, of course not,” he stuttered. “It’s just that it’s not safe. Even less so than normal. Not that I’d ever accuse you of being normal.”

      Releasing his grip, Jed pulled out a battered, platinum-coated lighter from his jean pocket and tossed it between his hands. “You need something to light that with?” he asked, gesturing with his chin at the cigarette dangling unlit from Wart’s quivering lips.

      Not daring to speak, the small man before him nodded. Extending his arm, Jed flicked the cap off the lighter and spun the small metal wheel. A flame shot up. “There is no forgetting this business, Wart. That Demon is going down, going down not just for my sister’s murder but for all the damage he’s done.”

      “But what about your brother’s new Pride?”

      Jed bounced the lighter in his hand, studying its worn, metallic surface. Without looking up, he flared his nostrils and inhaled the smells swirling around the bar: sweat, smoke, alcohol and an undercurrent of fear and desperation. It was a toxic mix, one that excited his lion.

      The atmosphere only increased Wart’s nervousness, and he felt bad for his earlier behavior. Being an apex predator and the dominant alpha Shifter didn’t give him license to throw his weight around. Especially as Wart was a lowly warthog Shifter, nowhere near the top of the food chain.

      Determined to go easier on his old friend and colleague, Jed forced a smile. “What about it?”

      Wart inhaled deeply on his cigarette, his eyes twitching from side to side. Jed took the opportunity to study the occupants of the bar. Humans and Shifters drank side by side; here was one of the few locations where such a mingling occurred. The humans were all initiated and knew about the world of the Paranorm. They also knew well enough to keep the knowledge to themselves. Flagrant disregard for this law led to dire consequences for any human stupid enough to talk.

      “Aren’t you going to join him?” Wart finally asked, swiping at the beads of sweat forming on his dark brow. “Him, he’s expecting you to join him. And you, you want to stay a nomad forever?”

      Jed huffed a laugh. “Being a nomad ain’t that bad. I’ll join his Pride when I’m ready.”

      He didn’t add that he wasn’t anywhere near ready. First, there was the matter of justice. King might be willing to leave the past in the past, but Jed wasn’t going to turn his back on his murdered sister. He owed her at least this much.

      Wart rubbed a hand over his short, black curls. “But don’t all lions want to join a Pride?”

      “If it ain’t a ‘Hell, yes,’ then it’s a ‘no,’” Jed growled. “And I’m just not feeling a yes to joining his Pride.”

      Wharton nodded, as if he could ever understand. “So, um… How was London?”

      “In the past.”

      Shifting in his seat, Wart tried again to engage him in conversation. “And Lamu? I hear the island’s a great party place. I mean, historical too, but whatever to that.”

      “Nothing there worth talking about.”

      Jed gritted teeth in frustration. Lamu Island had been a dead end, the latest in a series of dead ends. But maybe this time, his luck was changing. If the rumors were true, if the creature he hunted was indeed in Nairobi, then he had a chance, a real opportunity to right the wrongs of the past.

      Then, and only then, could he go home.
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      Four lions and a funeral plus an epic battle with a pack of hyena Shifters: I was about ready to pack up and head back to London.

      The only thing keeping me in Nairobi, the only thing I even cared about anymore, was standing before me, her hazel eyes mere slits, a glint of her wolf shining in their deep, wild depths.

      “What do you mean, you found another job?” Emma Timmons demanded. She had ceased chewing on her braid of long, auburn hair. Instead, she directed all her agitation at me, fists placed on her slim hips.

      Sighing, I glanced around the shop, hoping for some inspiration, or at least an excuse to walk away. There was none. We were surrounded by shelves of teapots, teacups and lots and lots of tea. It was still too early for customers, at least the normal kind, and the one Paranorm—a skittish zebra Shifter—had gulped down her tea and dashed out the door the moment our confrontation had begun. The Cozy Tea Shoppe was empty of anyone except me and my enraged cousin.

      Even as a child, I had found sanctuary in The Cozy Tea Shoppe my Aunt Beatrice Knight had opened up over a hundred years ago. Despite the changes over the years and the modernization of Nairobi, the place had retained its sweet, old world charm. The soft-pink wallpaper, the small, round tables with their rose-patterned tablecloths, the scent of tea and gingered candy, all conspired to ease the soul and soothe the muscles of any tension.

      But it wasn’t working today.

      Holding up my hands in front of me, as if in surrender, I couldn't help but notice the jagged edges of my fingernails. I’d been biting them a lot lately, more than usual, in anticipation of this conversation. It had been a long time in the making; I still wasn’t prepared.

      “You know I came here to help Miss Knight.” I cleared my throat, attempting a soothing voice. “I came here to help your mother⁠—”

      “Yes,” Emma interrupted, waving her hand in front of her. “I know, I know. You came to help my dying mother in her last few months of life. I appreciate the fact. I owe you. Big time.”

      Shaking my head and resisting the urge to bite at my nonexistent nails, I stuffed my hands in my pockets. “You don't owe me anything, Emma. We’re cousins. More like sisters. I would have done it for any of us.”

      Except him, I thought, but I kept that to myself. Lowering my gaze to the polished, hardwood floor, I rubbed a hand across my head. A jagged nail snagged on my pixie cut, the black curls straightened by a cupboard-worth of products.

      Time to trim it again, I thought and half smiled. Here I was worrying about my hair when I should really be wondering how to salvage the situation.

      The Demon in me scoffed at my emotional susceptibilities. If I ever did release the reins on that beast, it could tear apart half of Nairobi just for fun. No wonder other Paranorms avoided me: while rare, Popobawas—the highest form of African Demons—were lethal even before we shifted into our giant bat form.

      Emma must have sensed the Demon stirring within me for she took a step back and breathed her own beast into a calmer state.

      “Gods, our family is weird,” I muttered as I leaned my elbows on top of the pink marble countertop.

      Emma chuckled, her shoulders relaxing, her eyes returning to a gentler version of their beautiful hazel color. “Yup, that’s us. The craziest family on this side of the equator.”

      “On both sides of the equator, you mean.” I lifted my gaze to hers, and we both smiled together. “Em, I’m sorry about this.”

      Emma shrugged and strolled around to the other side of the counter. Rummaging around for a tray and a couple teacups, she sighed. “I understand, Grace. We’ve all got dreams. Yours doesn’t include serving tea.”

      “I’m sure Miss Knight is rolling in her grave as we speak.” I wondered what my aunt would say if she were here. She’d probably thump me with her walking stick.

      Emma snorted as she prepared the teapot. “More likely, my mother is crawling out of her grave to track you down and beat some sense into you.” Smirking, she pushed a cup of tea toward me. “So, what’s so important that you’re willing to desert me?”

      Turning to face her, I absently stirred a spoon into the cup, even though I hadn’t added any milk or sugar. “The Kenya Wildlife Service has offered me a job at the Animal Orphanage.” My speech sped up in my excitement. “I’ll be working with injured animals to reintegrate them into their wild habitat. For those that can’t be released, I’ll help them adjust to their life in the orphanage.”

      A warm hand covered my own. I glanced down at our interlinked hands: hers so pale, mine a milky coffee. Emma squeezed my hand. “That’s amazing, Grace. It’s your dream job, for sure. I’m thrilled for you, even if you are abandoning me to my wretched customers and boxes of unloaded tea leaves.”

      I huffed a laugh. “I’m sure you can handle a few annoying customers and a couple boxes of tea.”

      “Have you seen the state of the storage room back there?” Emma demanded as she jerked her thumb toward the door behind us. “Anyway, you’re really good at taming wild things. You’re going to be amazing. But I’ll miss you here.”

      Glancing to one side so Emma wouldn’t see the moisture in my eyes, I nodded and waited for the constriction in my throat to ease. “Now don’t get all sentimental on me, Em. It’s not like I’m leaving the country. And I’ll come around every few days for my free cup of tea.”

      “Only employees get a free cup of tea,” Emma retorted with a smile. Sighing, she clutched her hands around her teacup and straightened up.

      At first glance, she was the spitting image of her mother, my aunt, Beatrice Knight Timmons, grand witch extraordinaire. Emma had inherited her mother’s looks, powers, estate and role as Elder of Nairobi. Keeping the peace in this city was no joke.

      “So did you have any good news for me today?” Emma demanded, tugging at the end of her long braid. Any minute now, I knew she would start chewing on the ends. It was never a good sign.

      Despite her joy at my success, she was still upset about losing my help in the store. I didn't blame her. We were all still recovering from the Westgate terrorist attack, the hyena attack on her and the Hardinge Estate, and of course the death and funeral of Miss Knight. The new Pride she and her mate King had recently formed required much of her attention as did the shop. And now I was adding something else to her to-do list. I began to chew on the tattered nail of my thumb.

      “Stop chewing that.” Emma angled her head to one side. “You don't know where it's been.”

      Grinning, I dropped my hands to the countertop and tapped my nails across the cool marble. “I know exactly where these babies have been.”

      “Yes, and that's just the problem,” she retorted, but there was a smile on her face.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to leave you hanging.” Clasping my hands, I smiled. “In fact, I think I may have found someone to help out.”

      “What’s the catch?” Emma asked, her eyes once again narrowing, a hint of green sparkling in their depths.

      Keeping my gaze fixed upon the surface of my extra-strong tea, I marveled how close in color it was to my own eyes. How close in color it was to my father’s eyes.

      Shaking my head to clear the image of his face, I lifted my chin. “No catch. Okay, maybe one tiny, little catch.”

      “Yes?”

      Taking a deep breath, I blurted out, “She’s human.”
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      “Human?” Emma moaned. “Grace, you know how I feel about humans.”

      “They’re chewy and taste good?” I suggested and wished I’d ordered a weaker tea. This blend was almost as strong as coffee, and my nerves didn’t need the extra caffeine.

      “No.” Emma huffed out a breath. “It’s nothing personal against the little mortals. But we serve mostly Paranorms. You know how they can behave sometimes. Just last week, one of them burst into flames because his tea was Ceylon instead of English Breakfast.”

      “Let me guess.” I peered up through my thick, long eyelashes and wondering how long before Emma started chewing on her hair again. “Was it Impundulu?”

      “Indeed, it was.”

      Chuckling, I asked, “How is that old Lightning Bird, anyway?”

      Emma sipped at her tea, leaving a smudge of pink on the rim of the cup. “The usual. Sulky, bad tempered and eager to spear the next customer with a lightning rod. At least he wears clothes in public these days.”

      She tilted her head back and held up her hands as if thanking the powers that be for this small mercy. Not that it was a terrible hardship to see Impundulu in the nude. In his human form, he was easy on the eyes. Arrogant, rude and foul tempered but handsomely so.

      I tried to shake the image of a naked Lightning Bird out of my head. “Baby steps. Not being naked in public is a big deal for him.”

      “A human?” Emma sighed and began to chew on the end of her braid.

      “Stop chewing,” I ordered, then glanced at my raggedy nails. Who was I to lecture her on the chewing of body parts? Emma didn’t point out the hypocrisy, so I hurried on. “It’s fine. She’s cool. She’s not in the know about Paranorms, not yet, but I don’t think she’ll have an issue with us. I have a good feeling about her. And she’s trustworthy. That counts for a lot, especially in this city.”

      Sighing, Emma tugged her braid out of her mouth. “True enough.”

      “Plus…” I hesitated long enough for Emma to lean her elbows on the counter and stare at me. “She really needs a break.”

      Emma tapped her nails against the pink marble countertop. “Why? Is she a felon? A fugitive? A reformed serial killer? Nothing this shop hasn’t hosted before.”

      I laughed. “No. Sorry to disappoint. She’s faced a lot of prejudice because of her Devils’ Claw.”

      Emma’s eyebrows rose. “Her what?”

      I glanced around the shop. The midmorning tea rush hadn’t begun. “She had polio as a kid. It twisted one of her legs. Some people say the foot looks like a claw. All in all, she was one of the lucky ones but…” I shrugged. “You know how people can be, normals and Paranorms alike.”

      Boy, did I know that better than anyone.

      Rubbing a hand over my hair, I added, “During her last job interview, she wore a long dress to cover it up. But after two weeks of working, the boss discovered the truth and fired her without pay.”

      “But that's not legal.”

      “That's Kenya.”

      Emma frowned as she absently traced a finger along a dark pink vein in the stone. “Well, when can I meet her?”

      “Right now.” My phone rang out with the theme song from the first Transformers movie.

      Emma laughed. “You still use that as your ringtone?”

      “What’s not to love about fast cars shifting into robots? The future of shape-shifting,” I teased as I answered the call. “Hey, Rebecca, come on in.”

      As soon as I hung up, the bell above the front door tinkled. We both turned to face the door as a petite, curvaceous woman walked in, a wooden walking cane in one hand. One of her legs dragged slightly behind her. Long, black braids hung down her back, and large, dark eyes stared back at us.

      “Eh, jambo,” she returned my greeting.

      “Over here, Rebecca,” I called out. “Don’t worry, we won’t bite.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Emma muttered before smiling at the young woman. I could tell she was staring at the leg while trying to look like she wasn’t. “It looks nothing like a claw,” she whispered to me.

      “Exactly.” I watched Rebecca weave her way around the tables, her limp barely noticeable.

      “Rebecca Kamau, Emma Timmons,” I introduced them.

      Glancing at me with raised eyebrows, Emma asked, “So, Rebecca, any experience working in a tea shop?”

      Rebecca’s hands covered the top of her cane, her fingers twisting and turning around the handhold. Despite being young, her hands had the weathered look of someone accustomed to washing her clothes by hand. She was no stranger to hard work.

      “Um, not a tea shop,” she murmured, her eyes downcast, her shoulders hunched.

      Emma’s smile widened. “Perfect. I can’t be bothered to train away bad habits. You’re hired.”

      Gasping, Rebecca jerked her head up, her eyes even larger than before, if that was possible. “Really?”

      Chuckling, I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Best job interview ever. Right? But there’s a little something we need to discuss, Rebecca.”

      Before we could, the bell tinkled again. We all turned to face the opening door.  In sauntered a lion in the shape of a man.

      Rebecca sneezed as she gawked at the man. “Do you have a cat, Miss Timmons?”

      “I sure do, and call me Emma,” Emma said while grinning at King.

      Her mate smiled like he was about to devour the proverbial canary. He swaggered toward the counter, leapt over the top and grabbed Emma in a fierce embrace.

      “Ugh. Get a room,” I groaned.

      “Is there one here?” King asked, his expression both serious and hopeful.

      Rebecca started to laugh, then paused as she realized no one else was laughing. “He’s joking, right?”

      “Have fun, gang,” I called out as I took my cue to make a hasty retreat.

      “Don’t forget to be at the estate this afternoon,” Emma yelled at me. “I promised we would help Tiger clean up the mansion.”

      “Yeah, about that.” Before I could summon an excuse, she narrowed her eyes at me, so I added, “I’ll be there. Thanks for volunteering me.” The door clattered shut behind me, cutting off Emma’s response.

      Of course, I’d be there to scrub the floors and unblock old toilets. Not that I minded. After all, the Hardinge Estate was one of the reasons Emma had decided to stay in Nairobi. That, and the lions, of course. Well, one lion in particular.

      But there were other reasons to stay away, apart from the bad plumbing.

      Even knowing this, she’d begged me to move back to the estate with her. Alternatively, she’d offered me first choice of one of the cabins scattered around the main house; the lion brothers could build more so I had the option of customizing my own. I’d promised her I’d think about it, but the truth was I’d already made a decision.

      As much as I loved my cousin and her adopted Pride, I couldn’t see myself settling down with a family of Shifters. Even if her mate and his three brothers had supported her invitation.

      King routinely reassured me that not all Shifters were prejudiced against Demons, but I’d lived long enough to know differently. Even the creation story of the first Popobawa involved a curse: an enraged sheikh released a djinni to exact vengeance on his neighbors but lost control of the spirit, which took on Demonic characteristics and a life of its own. And so the first Popobawa—Swahili for “bat wing”—was born, cursed from the beginning.

      I’d heard the whispers: Hell’s spawn, Devil’s child, soulless creature. None of those terms were actually true, of course, but you know how people are. Normals, Paranorms, mortal or otherwise, people can be stupid and mean in their ignorance.

      “They’re just words,” Emma would tell me.

      Yeah, but that didn’t stop them from hurting.
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      Sunset in Kenya is a dramatic and rapid affair: one minute, the sun is burning your eyeballs; the next, shadows are spilling out of every crevice, filling earth and sky with night.

      It doesn’t matter what time of year it is. Night and day are always about twelve hours each, with their own cast of creatures to dominate the space.

      While the sun didn’t burn me, I was definitely a nocturnal being. The moment the sun set that evening, I sprang up onto the railing of my apartment’s balcony. Five floors up, I had an unobstructed view of the neighborhood. There were no streetlights, so I could shift in the darkness with little fear of being discovered. And if someone happened to glance up at that precise moment and see a man-sized bat flying overhead? They’d blink and rub their eyes, by which time I’d be gone. Their minds would devise some sensible explanation.

      As I balanced on the rail, my heart thrilled with the prospect before me. This was the only time I was truly free, free to be me in the fullest sense. I loved the night: the anonymity, the permission to be a creature of shadow and myth, the thrust of my wings which stretched far out on either side of me. Demon or not, dammed or not, hated or not, it didn't matter when I was flying through the night.

      With a thought, I cast aside my human frame and allowed the Demon within to burst forth. My arms extended, stretched, expanded into wings of power and grace. My body filled out, my chest expanded, until gone was the timid woman who stayed hidden from observation. Instead, a beast of confidence and agility crouched above the world, its long talons sinking into the metal as if it were no more than a branch of wood.

      I shook out my wings and admired their thick leather; they were capable of withstanding gale-force winds. My muscular body was covered by a soft fur of dark gray, but there was nothing soft underneath. Only muscles and sinew, capable of flying into the eye of the storm, of snatching up beasts two times my weight, of traveling great distances within a short time. Unlike a Shifter, I remained fully conscious and in control after shifting.

      I loved my Popobawa form as much as others feared it.

      Unable to resist the delight that surged through me, I shrieked as I leaped off the balcony. Tucking my wings against my side, I plummeted toward the street to gain momentum. Then, before the drunkard stumbling across the alley noticed the looming form of horror plunging toward him, I snapped my wings open and zoomed up into the night sky.

      Higher and higher I flew until the city was a mere pattern of lights below me. The bright dots were interspersed with large chunks of shadow, a testimony to the fact that not everyone in the city enjoyed the modern benefits of electricity and indoor plumbing.

      With the tilt of my wings, I veered toward the general direction of the estate. I wasn't in a rush to join the madness of the cleaning party. Relaxing in a way I could never do in human form, I drifted through the thin clouds, sniffing at the cold breeze ruffling against my fur.

      Up here, the exhaust fumes and the smoke of burning charcoal were absent. Instead, I scented the sharp, clean ozone of distant lightning, the tang of approaching rain, and fresh oxygen.

      Approaching the Nairobi National Park, I flew lower to breathe in the warmth of a passing elephant herd. The matriarch sensed my presence, her ears flapping in warning and alarm. This far from the city center, the only light was from the stars twinkling above, their brilliance more noticeable, both closer and more distant than ever before.

      Reluctantly, I flapped twice more and landed on the grounds of the Hardinge Estate. Even as my feet brushed against the tall grass, my limbs snapped and cracked. By the time I landed, I had two human legs, two arms and a heavy heart. If it weren’t for Emma, I would never leave the skies.

      As I’d anticipated, the colonial era, stone mansion was in absolute chaos, ably directed by Tiger. Looking like a Bollywood star, she strutted from room to room. She was in her element, snapping orders and directing the men to “move the furniture this way; no, that way; why can’t you put it where I told you to?” Emma was hiding in the kitchen, brewing a pot of tea and probably wondering what she'd gotten herself into.

      The lion brothers on the other hand were taking the orders good-naturedly, not that they had much choice. Tiger was determined to put the estate—starting with the mansion—in order, regardless of what its occupants might want.

      While everyone else was coated in layers of dust, filth and cobwebs, Tiger was the epitome of perfection. Her trendy overalls accentuated her tall, shapely figure. Her makeup and hair were flawless as were her manicured nails. She looked like she was going to a club, not cleaning out a decrepit heritage site.

      “Grace, about time!” Tiger yelled over the sound of Isaac cursing as he moved the sofa for the third time. “Help me clean the study. It's in desperate need.”

      “I thought I might help Emma,” I suggested. “You know, go through things.”

      Tiger glanced at me, compassion momentarily filling her doe-like eyes before she returned to her bossy mode. “You mean sorting through Miss Knight’s personal items?” She raised her hand to stop me from answering. “I already did that with Emma earlier today. She did great. She only burst into tears three… no, wait, four times.”

      I could feel my forehead crinkling as my eyebrows rose. “Emma cried?”

      Tiger waggled a finger at me. “Don't look so surprised. Emma does have a soft heart somewhere in there. You just have to dig around a bit, or a lot. Now come along. That study isn't going to dust itself. And maybe one day, it will once again be used as a nursery. Hint, hint to all the mated couples.”

      Snickering, I followed her down the corridor. Glancing behind me, I raised my eyebrows as Isaac rolled his eyes, pulled a twig out of his dreadlocks and muttered, “Thank heavens she's gone.”

      “I heard that, Isaac,” Tiger trilled in her singsong voice. “I left a list of tasks for you to do on the kitchen table. You're welcome.”

      I muffled my laugh behind my hand as Isaac cursed most creatively.

      “Isaac, watch that mouth of yours,” Emma shouted from the kitchen. “Miss Knight would never approve of such obscene language.”

      Isaac scowled and kicked at a box. “The only obscene thing around here is the amount of dusting she's making us do.”

      “Shut it, Isaac.” Daniel’s polished English accent clipped the air as he exited a small storage room, carrying a box of trash.

      Grinning, Isaac twirled around to face his brother. “Eh, me, I’m loving the love. Right, Danish?”

      Ignoring Isaac, Daniel tossed the box down and rubbed at his closely shaved hair. His dark caramel skin was smeared in some oily substance; when he removed his hands from his head, he left finger-shaped streaks behind. He winked at me, his yellow eyes twinkling. “Hey, Demon girl, how's it flying?”

      “Just fine until I joined this party,” I quipped.

      “Roger that.” Hands on hips, he glared at Tiger’s back.

      After that, I didn’t have any time to complain. Tiger made sure of it. She was a slave driver and didn’t give me a moment to sit around. By the time we were finished in the study, there wasn't a dusty surface to be found. I wondered if the library had been cleaned yet. Considering the number of dusty, old tomes in the bookshelves, that would take days.

      Tiger stood back to survey the work. “Well, that is acceptable now.”

      “Acceptable?” I repeated, gaping at her. “I’d say that's more than acceptable. Heck, I haven't dusted this much in years. If ever.”

      Pursing her beautifully shaped lips, she glanced sideways at me. “Yes, negligence in housecleaning seems to run in the family.”

      I held up my hands in surrender. “Hey, we’re cousins, not sisters.”

      “I’m not judging.” Tiger’s finely shaped eyebrows arched high.

      “Yes, you are.”

      “You're right. I am judging. You and Emma suck at dusting.”

      Shrugging, I snapped my dusting cloth at the old secretary desk Miss Knight used to use. “I’ve been accused of worse.”

      Tiger tilted her head at me; a sheath of straight, black hair escaped her ponytail and flowed across her face. “Really? Tell me more.”

      Feeling my face heat up, I turned away from her. “Forget about it. It's not a big deal.”

      Oh, the lies we tell.

      “Then why are you blushing?” she demanded, following me closely, her heels clicking on the hardwood floor. Yes, she was wearing heels while housecleaning.

      I think I was the only person of African heritage I knew who could actually blush noticeably. I blamed it on my mother, Lilly Elkhart. As her name implied, her skin was lily white, and when she blushed, it was like a red neon light had been turned on.

      I quickened my gait. “We’d better go see if the others need help.”

      Of course, I didn't have a chance of out-walking her. She had legs that went on forever while my legs… Well, I definitely couldn't be accused of being tall. Petite and well-endowed with a coffee-and-cream complexion: these were better descriptions of me.

      I could hear her drawing breath to continue her interrogation, so I added, “Heaven knows what those boys have done now. They probably moved all the furniture outside.”

      As this wasn't a completely unrealistic possibility, Tiger gasped and dashed past me. “They should be in the library by now.”

      Snickering to myself, I followed her into the library and automatically shut the door behind me. To their credit, the Kiprop brothers hadn't totally screwed up. They may even have followed some of Tiger's instructions. Miracles never cease.

      “King,” Tiger snapped. “I said to dust that painting’s frame, not remove it.”

      The great lion king flinched at her voice, clutching the painting to his chest. “Oh, is that what you meant?”

      Giggling, Emma patted his arm before returning to her task of dusting the large oriental vase decorating one corner of the room. Isaac joined her there, pretending to help.

      “It's a wonder they survived this long,” Tiger muttered and then paused. Leaning against one of the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, she smiled widely. “But there's still so much to admire.”

      I followed the line of her gaze to stare at the back of Ezekiel. He was bent over the old coffee table with a sheet of sandpaper in one hand and a cloth in the other. As was so often the case with the lion brothers, his shirt was off as he worked at polishing the surface to a fine shine. The movement of his arms did astonishing things for our view of his back. Well, astonishing as far as Tiger was concerned. I could see her eyes widening and her mouth gaping slightly as she surveyed the scene.

      Rolling my eyes, I elbowed her in the side. “Stop gawking and get to work.”

      A blush tinted her light brown skin but her smile was all mischief. “Hey, can I help it if I have twenty-twenty vision?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and stared up at her, shaking my head. “No, but you can help where you direct that vision.”

      Giggling, she elbowed me back. “Joy kill. Speaking of which, remember that trip we almost took to Lamu?”

      I snorted. “Yeah, kinda hard to forget. Right before we left, Emma had her epiphany and tried to ditch us to go fight a pack of hyenas.”

      “Good times,” Tiger sighed. “Oh.”

      Her exaggerated sigh caused me to turn and face her directly. “What's wrong?”

      She was no longer studying Ezekiel's backside. Instead, she stared over me at the doorway behind me. “Remember that hot guy we saw at the Bat’s Brew?” Pausing, she tilted her head and frowned. “Well, hot in the dangerous, don't bring home to the parents sort of way.”

      “That one, I would rather forget.” I wondered why she was mentioning him, of all people.

      Her eyes narrowed as she glanced down at me. “It was rather weird how his presence caused both you and Emma to flee for the proverbial hills.”

      I stared down at our shoes. Mine were beaten up, tattered sneakers which had definitely seen better days. She was wearing an expensive set of suede heels. Why did tall women wear heels? Barefoot, she towered over me already.

      My eyes still downcast, I wiped a hand across my nose. “Yeah, weird.”

      Tiger chuckled softly. “Well, weird and hot just walked into the house.”

      Gasping, I spun around and watched in horror as “that guy” swaggered into the living room. He paused to lean his fists against the backrest of an armchair and grinned at Ezekiel. Straightening up, Ezekiel said something I couldn’t hear. Isaac, not quite so restrained, dropped what he was holding to embrace the new arrival.

      “I have to go,” I wheezed.
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