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      Serving tea to a mountain gorilla requires more skill than walking a tightrope on roller skates.

      That was my conclusion after my first attempt at working the evening shift. But the gorilla Shifters were the least problematic. They stayed in human form and didn't complain as long as the teapot was full and the cakes kept coming.

      I joined Emma behind the back counter. “At least he is in human form.”

      My employer and the owner of The Cozy Tea Shoppe, Emma Timmons, chuckled. Her large hazel eyes twinkled with mischief as she threaded a hand through her long, auburn hair. “You're getting the hang of this, Rebecca. You're actually quite good. The last time that meathead was here, he broke an entire tea set."

      “At least it wasn’t anyone’s head.” I shook my head, and my long, thin braids swung across my back, the metallic-colored bands at the ends clinking against each other.

      “That’s the spirit.” Emma rubbed a hand over her swollen belly. “Gods, this baby won’t stop kicking.”

      Giving her a sympathetic look, I maneuvered past the pink marble countertop and hobbled into the kitchen with a silver platter under one arm. Glancing over my shoulder, I observed the scene: mayhem. There was no other word for it. Then again, mayhem was marginally better than outright pandemonium. At least no one was jumping onto tables and trying to stab another customer with a butter knife.

      Lifting one hand to push my braids off my shoulder, I carefully laid the platter down and gently rubbed my knuckles together. There were days, more than I cared to admit, when I wondered what I was doing in this job. A few months ago, Emma and her cousin, Grace Elkhart, had revealed the truth about themselves and many of their customers: they were Paranorms, creatures of mythology and legend, living in the real world.

      To prove the point, Grace had transformed into a giant bat, her Demon form. And not just any Demon: she was a Popobawa, the apex predator of all predators, the highest form of Demons in existence.

      As for my boss… In addition to being a witch and a Healer, Emma was a wolf Shifter as well as the queen of her mate’s Pride. Learning all of this had almost inspired me to share my secret.

      Almost.

      And then I remembered why my identity was a secret to begin with, how much my parents had sacrificed to protect me, and I kept quiet.

      Groaning, I massaged my burning eyes with a couple of fingers. Not so long ago, I was an unemployed woman, one of many Kenyans searching for whatever work they could find. And, of course, I was grateful, eternally grateful, for an opportunity to have a steady job and a kind employer who didn't abuse me or ridicule me because of my limp.

      Glancing down at my shoes, I patted my right leg. Afflicted by childhood polio, I’d survived, but my right leg wasn’t quite right. Some people referred to my clubfoot as a Devil’s Claw. It looked nothing like a claw, but that didn't make it easier to handle the hurtful insults.

      Taking a breath, I pushed my hand into my pocket and fingered the notice. It was yet another reminder why I thanked the gods I had a job. My two younger sisters were still in boarding school; I needed to pay their fees, and purchase uniforms and books. The next payment was due in a week, or the headmaster would send my little sisters home.

      Home. Shaking my head and leaning against the doorway, I pursed my lips as I thought of the one-room, metal shack I shared with two other women. It was barely a home, just a place to sleep.

      One day, I promised, one day, we will have a place we can call home, safe from the predators who roam the alleyways of the Kibera slums.

      The gorilla Shifters might be animals but they would never abuse a female. Most of the Shifters I’d met had treated me with only respect. If they noticed my limp leg, they kept their thoughts to themselves.

      I peered around the kitchen door and observed the shop. It was late evening, a time when the downtown core of Nairobi was relatively empty of activity; by now, most humans had hurried home.

      The shop was officially closed but only to humans. The Paranorms kept arriving, claiming the shop as their own. Some came to socialize; others required Emma’s healing powers or her herbal concoctions for various ailments. Still others used the neutral grounds of The Cozy Tea Shoppe to negotiate difficult contracts or seek Emma's guidance on thorny issues. Having inherited the position of Elder of Nairobi from her mother, Emma held certain sway, even over warring factions. Because of her, we enjoyed a modicum of peace on the streets of Nairobi.

      I couldn’t complain about the working conditions. The shop was a delight to the senses. Rose-patterned cloth covered the small, round tables while tea sets from around the world filled the shelves. An orchestra of aromas from the various teas and pastries filled in the gaps left by the soft pastel colors.

      As beautiful as the shop was, I couldn’t stop staring at a painting hanging above a shelf of oriental teapots. It was one of my own. When Emma heard I was an artist, she immediately commissioned me to paint something which would fit with the shop. It was my very first commission, and the sight of it thrilled me to no end.

      Thank the gods for Emma Timmons.

      I remembered my first day working with Emma. “The teas stored under the counter all contain spells," she’d warned me. "Under no circumstances do you serve these teas to the regular customers.”

      I hadn't questioned her. Although it was a strange statement to make in a teahouse, I thought nothing of it, thinking she was being dramatic. As I was anxious not to lose another job, I merely nodded, keeping my eyes slightly downcast. "Yes, Ms. Timmons.” I wondered why she hadn't adopted her husband's last name.

      Then again, Emma was British. She was the daughter of one of the early colonists, the famous Miss Beatrice Knight, the original owner of the shop. Rumor had it that Miss Knight had been a verifiable witch. Not that I ever listened to such stories. I had far more important things to focus on, like how I was going to pay both rent and my siblings’ school fees.

      Of course, now I knew the stories were true.

      Preparing to attend to a table of rowdy hyena Shifters, I glanced again at my painting. Seeing it displayed so prominently gave me hope. Perhaps finally, I’d find a way to make a living out of my art magic. Until then, I had tea to serve.
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      The moment the tall, dark and handsome man sauntered through the door, I started to sneeze.

      Another feline. I inwardly sighed as I rubbed my nose against my long sleeve.

      Normally, my allergies asserted themselves around actual cats, but lately I was sneezing a lot more around certain people. The first time that happened had been with Emma's mate, King David, the king of the Nairobi Kiprop Pride. Thinking there was a pet cat in the store somewhere, I considered asking Emma to banish the beast. That all changed when I discovered, to my chagrin, I was allergic to all forms of feline, including lion Shifters. Emma was helping me with my allergies, but they still sometimes flared up.

      Remaining behind the counter, I watched as the man strolled between the tables with a confidence I admired. His swagger suggested he owned the place, even though he didn’t. Based on my sneeze and the similarities between this man and King, I assumed this was one of my boss’ numerous brothers-in-law. He wasn’t as tall or muscular as King, but instead had a lithe build. His dark yellow eyes stood out against his caramel skin.

      The man nodded in my direction in a distracted, disinterested way and tucked one hand into a pocket of his dark dress pants. The maroon dress shirt fitted him in a way that emphasized the better parts of his physique. He reminded me of a swimming athlete, but he dressed like a businessman.

      Not sure if I should offer to assist or just try not to make a fool of myself, I focused on tidying up the pink marble countertop.

      "Is Emma here?" The man spoke in a posh English accent, reminding me of a BBC radio presenter.

      UK education, I thought. Without looking up, I nodded. Emma saved me from having to say anything or risk further interaction when she stepped out of the kitchen area in the back.

      I watched her maneuver around the counter, but my thoughts were elsewhere. Rubbing the large knob atop of my wooden cane, I thought of the man who’d made it for me: my father. He had carved it in the style of a rungu, a traditional weapon of the pastoralist tribes of Kenya. I knew how to use it not just for support but for knocking sense into the skull of any creature attacking me.

      Every time I studied the beautifully carved length of the walking cane, I thought of Father and missed him. Silently, I said a prayer to the moon goddess whose heart was the most tender of all the deities, begging her to care for him.

      Emma squeezed past me. “Oh good, you're here.” She gestured for the man to sit at the nearby round table reserved for us unless the shop was very crowded. "Rebecca, you, too."

      My head jerked up with surprise after which I promptly sneezed.

      "Bless you,” the man said in an absent-minded way, although he fixed his bemused expression on me. “Dusty shelves, I suppose.”

      There was a question lingering in the statement to which I didn't dare respond.

      But Emma answered for me after she carefully lowered herself in a padded chair. “She’s allergic to cats. Rebecca, I’ll give you more of the allergy remedy, since the two of you will be working together for the next little while."

      I tried not to gawk.

      Turning to me, she leaned back in her chair and rested her head against the backrest. “You’ll be advising Daniel on what we need to include in that app I told you about. And since I can't have you sneezing over the merchandise, I’ll improve the remedy I gave you before. You’ll need to take it every day for a few months. No point prolonging these allergies when you have work to do."

      I glanced up at Daniel who sat on my right, then back at the rose-patterned tablecloth. Those intense, dark yellow eyes studied me as if I were some unique specimen or prey. Flicking my eyes toward Emma on my left, I nodded to indicate I’d heard her request. Or was it an order? I was never sure with Emma, but if it would help stop the sneezing, I was all for it.

      Daniel leaned his elbows on the table, the movement bringing him closer to me.

      Resisting the urge to push my chair away, I leaned back as far as I could. “So you're an app designer?" The moment I uttered the words, I wanted to kick myself for such a stupid question.

      Of course, he’s the app designer. Otherwise, why would I need to advise him on what to include? Emma had previously mentioned one of her Pride brothers was a well-known designer. He had offered to design an app for the shop to increase sales through a pickup and delivery service.

      Coins jingled in Daniel's pocket, and I could hear a smirk in his smooth tone. "That is the rumor."

      Nodding, I decided it was best I just not say anything at all.

      That should be easy, I told myself. He seems to know what he needs to do, anyway. Emma’s just being nice by including me.

      While I was born and raised in the rural areas of Western Kenya, I’d spent most of my later youth and adulthood in Nairobi among the slum dwellings of Kibera. Despite that, I had enough experience with mzungus—foreigners—to know that Kenyans who lived abroad long enough sometimes became mzungu themselves.

      And while I respected and adored Emma and her extended family, they all fell in that category as far as I was concerned. Even sitting at the table with them, I could sense a divide. It wasn’t so much in the attitude they had toward me, but rather in the attitude they had about life and their place in it.

      For me, life was a series of struggles to overcome. For them, it seemed more of a game. This was particularly true with Daniel. I could see it in his cocky pose, the arrogant tilt of his chin, the disinterested expression as he seemed to mentally dismiss anything which did not meet his lofty standards, including me. So, I kept quiet, listening carefully to what words they spoke as much as those they didn’t speak. And there was a lot said.

      Kenyan culture welcomed silence among the words in a conversation. I was quite comfortable with long pauses between sentences. In the village of my grandparents, we listened carefully with all our attention when someone spoke; then, you used the silence to ponder on a suitable response.

      But the culture of England was very evident in the speeches of pale-skinned Emma. She quickly filled any spaces between words with more words. Even Daniel; he was the same, despite his warm, brown skin and lion eyes. My grandmother would have jokingly referred to him as a coconut: brown on the outside but white within.

      I lowered my head to hide my smile. Not that there was anything necessarily wrong with being a coconut. It just wasn't me, nor was it part of my culture. At any rate, this was only a job, albeit a strange one. Not that the shop or the task of selling tea was strange, but the customers… Eh! Especially the ones who came at night.

      Now I knew what they were. Emma had opened my eyes to the alternative reality which dwelt in the midst of the crowded jungle of Nairobi, and I would never be able to look at a stranger the same way again. Could this man be a Demon? Or a god walking among mortals? Or…

      I slid a glance toward Daniel.

      Or a lion Shifter.

      Daniel looked nothing like a lion except for those wild and penetrating eyes. His expensive shirt and pants, his polished shoes, the gold watch, all screamed he was a successful businessman. I'd always thought of lions as dwellers of the open grasslands, untouched by modernity. Had Daniel ever spent a day out of the city?

      Emma and Daniel were still consulting, their words firing back and forth with such rapidity, I could only barely follow the flow of conversation. There were no pauses, no silent spaces in which to think before articulating a response. When Emma turned her bright hazel eyes to me, I stiffened.

      "What do you think, Rebecca?" Excitement had flushed her face, and her smile was wide and inviting.

      Taking a breath, I reflected on what I had understood thus far. The app would allow people to order in advance or request special deliveries. It wasn't just tea and biscuits that Emma sold. Part of her inventory included custom-made concoctions for healing different ailments. For special customers who had access to a secret level of the menu, they could also request spells.

      As I opened my mouth to respond, Daniel jumped in. "My queen, you may want to consider what your competition is doing."

      I hid my gaping mouth with a hand. Of course, the interruption didn't surprise me. The few seconds of silence must've seemed an eternity for someone who was a coconut.

      "Good point, Daniel." Emma pushed a notepad onto the table. “And I already did look at those stores and restaurants.”

      My eyelids fluttered heavily as the conversation became more technical. They didn't really need my input nor did they seem to want it. Daniel in particular spoke as if he had all the answers lined up and ready to go. He just needed Emma’s approval to proceed.

      That was fine with me. The sooner he finished, the sooner he could leave us alone. Him, and his sneeze-inducing scent.

      Suppressing a sigh, I let my thoughts drift toward my own project. Recently, I had secured a second commission for an oil painting from one of the shop’s customers who happened to be the director of a local art gallery. I hadn’t yet met the client. Instead, I’d found an envelope with my name on it; inside was a note providing the desired dimensions and color theme as well as a hefty deposit with the promise to pay the rest on delivery. It was far more than I’d ever thought to charge for a painting.

      My smile widened as I anticipated my evening plans. I had recently purchased two tubes of oil paint, although with the deposit, I could now afford to buy more. Still, with those two colors, I could make…

      "Rebecca, do you have something to add?" Daniel interrupted my thoughts.

      Without looking at him, I shook my head and told him what he wanted to hear: "It all sounds wonderful."

      And maybe the painting would lead to other commissions. If that happened, I wouldn't have to worry about how to pay school fees for my sisters. I'd actually have some money tucked away, ready for whenever the fee notices came. With those happy thoughts, I entertained myself while trying not to sneeze.
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      Excitement isn't everything.

      Daniel told himself this repeatedly during the meeting with Emma and her assistant. Of course, the app he was designing for the shop would lead to some exciting results. And he would certainly add some bells and whistles beyond what they were discussing. It was going to be like no other restaurant app in existence.

      No, his thoughts were more about the current company. He had only respect for his queen, but her focus was almost exclusively on tea, his brother King, and their baby. As for the young woman sitting silently with them at the small, round table, she hardly said boo or baa the whole conversation. Even when he tried to include her, she avoided his gaze and kept her comments to a minimum.

      Fine by me. He jotted down another note. The less conversation, the sooner I can duck out of here.

      And then, in a few hours, he’d be at a private function celebrating the launch of a friend’s new fashion line.

      “It’s going to be epic,” Jay had promised him when sending the invite. “Awesome new trends for the season, plus a never-ending supply of food and women.”

      Daniel had grinned in anticipation, but he no longer experienced the same thrill at the prospect of attending yet another party. Although Jay had set him up with a date—one of his models, no less—Daniel was tired just thinking about the effort required to keep up with trivial conversation.

      Jingling the coins in his pocket, Daniel leaned back and tapped his stylus on his phone. "I think I have everything I need to know, Emma. Anyway, it's not like we live that far away from each other."

      Smiling, Emma nodded. "About that. King is wondering why you aren’t at the dining table more often."

      He huffed a laugh. When King had decided to move his new Pride to Nairobi and live at the Hardinge Estate, Daniel had been ecstatic. If King had insisted the Pride leave, of course he would have followed his eldest brother back to the rural areas of Nowhere, Kenya. But Daniel’s heart and business were squarely in the dynamic bustle of the city.

      What he hadn’t expected was how difficult living with a family could be. After a couple of decades of living on his own, setting his own rules, coming and going as he pleased, moving in with his big brother and the new Pride was an adjustment, to say the least. While King and Emma lived on the second floor of the mansion, the brothers each had their own cottage. So there was plenty of space, but not nearly enough for Daniel.

      King expected everyone to be together for at least one meal a day, and that was usually dinner. Dinner was Daniel’s prime time for networking, schmoozing and boozing. And on the weekend, when Emma did her famous Sunday pancake breakfast, he preferred to sleep in and recover from the night before.

      Yes, sir, there was definitely some adjustment going on.

      “I know you’re a busy fellow.” Emma’s tone was understanding and reassuring. “But we do enjoy your company.”

      “Thanks, I’ll see what I can do.” He glanced at the new girl.

      To be fair, the term “new girl” was hardly suitable. She was neither new, having worked at the shop for the past several months, nor was she a girl. Then again, compared to the long-lived Shifters, most humans seemed rather young.

      Such short lives, he mused. I can see why King selected another Shifter to mate with.

      Unlike other Shifters, lions needed mates outside of their own species in order to have Shifter cubs. It was a quirk that resulted in some rather unusual pairings. King had chosen a wolf Shifter who was also a witch and a talented Healer. Jed had shacked up with a Demon, and Ezekiel, their second-in-command, had a tiger for a wife.

      Shaking his head, he stared at his phone, spinning it on the table with one finger. He was in no rush to settle down, and certainly not with a human. Still, he took a moment to admire Rebecca’s thick eyelashes, almond-shaped eyes and soft, rosy cheeks.

      Placing both palms down on the small table, Emma pushed herself up, the bump on her belly rubbing against the edge of the table. “I think that about wraps it up. I’ll send you…”

      A painful gasp interrupted whatever she was about to say. Collapsing back into her chair, Emma hugged her stomach as if to keep it in. Daniel shot up, the force of his movement toppling the chair behind him. Wood clattered against the hardwood floor as he circled around the small table and knelt beside Emma.

      "My queen, what's wrong?” He kept his voice calm and unhurried even as he began to panic. What he knew about pregnant women wouldn’t fill a teacup. “Should I call King? A doctor? A Healer?"

      Gritting her teeth, her eyes shut tight, Emma shook her head. "I am the Healer, Daniel."

      "True, but a Healer can't heal herself.” Was there even another Healer in Nairobi they could turn to? As far as he knew, the closest one of any repute was in Naivasha, a solid hour’s drive into the Rift Valley.

      Meanwhile, Rebecca stood up and hobbled around the counter to the back kitchen.

      Why is she hobbling? Daniel thought, his mind a blank. Shaking his head, he ignored the assistant. He had more pressing issues, like the one sitting in front of him. Ignoring Emma's reassurances, he stood and pulled his phone toward him. "I'm calling King, and no arguments."

      Emma grabbed his arm and tugged it down with more force than he was expecting; he almost dropped his phone.

      "Daniel.” Her hazel eyes narrowed. “If you tell King there’s something's wrong, he's more than likely to cause an accident trying to race over here. Call Ezekiel instead."

      "Smart move.” When it came to his mate and their baby, King was as irrational as a lion could get.

      Rebecca returned with a cup of tea in one hand and a dripping cloth in the other. "Emma, you forgot to drink this earlier. I think it's the solution you made for contractions." So saying, she placed the cup on the table and lay the cloth over Emma’s forehead.

      Emma sighed in relief. "You're right.”

      "Contractions?" Daniel repeated, frowning at Emma. "You never said anything to us about contractions."

      Waving a hand at him, Emma closed her eyes. “It's nothing for you males to worry about. Just call Ezekiel. No, wait.” She fumbled for her own phone. “Yes. Call him, already. I’ll call Grace as well. She's practically a vet herself, so she'll be able to help."

      Although not convinced with that logic, Daniel didn’t argue. After all, what harm could come from calling a Demon?
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      When a lion king stormed into the shop, both Daniel and Emma groaned. I just tried to stay out of his way. Grace trailed behind King. Tiger remained at the door, encouraging a customer to leave before she sealed the door shut and flipped over the Closed sign.

      "Why didn’t you call me immediately?" King yelled at Daniel even as he knelt before Emma.

      Grace rolled her eyes. “Yes, because shouting is going to help the situation.” Muttering, she pushed past King and clutched Emma's hand in both of hers. "Have they settled down?"

      “Has what settled down?" King’s eyes, normally bright yellow, had a golden sheen over their surface, indicating he was on the verge of shifting.

      I glanced around. Fortunately, it was Saturday afternoon, and the city was relatively quiet. Offices had closed already, and everyone did their best to rapidly escape for the weekend. Very few humans came in after that point, and the evening crowd of Paranorms hadn't yet arrived. Still, there was the occasional human who strolled past the entrancing window display and peered inside.

      Tiger must have seen the direction of my eyes because she pulled the sheer curtains across the windows. A soft twilight fell upon the shop.

      "It seems your mate has been having contractions," Daniel said in his disinterested tone, ignoring the hiss Grace gave him or the scowl Emma shared with Tiger.

      Growling, King rose to his full and impressive height, over six feet of toned muscle and
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THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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