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      Anansi ~ the Trickster God who appears as a giant spider

      Beatrice Knight Timmons ~ more commonly referred to as Miss Knight; a paranormal investigator, and part witch, part werewolf

      Drew Anderson ~ Miss Knight’s half brother, and a werewolf

      Dr. Ribeiro ~ the zebra-riding doctor of Nairobi

      Gideon Knight ~ Miss Knight’s deceased first husband, and a ghost

      James Elkhart ~ Miss Knight’s and Tiberius’ biological father, and a Mediterranean vampire

      Jonas ~ gardener, cook and driver

      Kam ~ the African God of Lightning

      Koki ~ the Praying Mantis, and a West African she-demon

      Le-Eyo ~ God of Death, otherwise known as Death

      Lilly Elkhart ~ Miss Knight’s cousin with whom she grew up in the Steward household

      Nelly ~ Miss Knight’s flying horse

      Pricilla (Cilla) White ~ Mr. Timmons’ niece and goddaughter, and Miss Knight’s best friend

      Prof. Runal ~ Director of the Society for Paranormals, and a werewolf

      Simon Timmons ~ Miss Knight’s husband, and an energy / identity thief

      Mr. and Mrs. Steward ~ Lilly’s parents and Miss Knight’s uncle and aunt

      Tiberius Elkhart ~ Miss Knight’s half brother, Lilly’s husband, and a Popobawa (East African shapeshifting demon)

      Wanjiru ~ Jonas’ daughter

      Yao ~ an Adze (an African vampire who shape-shifts into a firefly)
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      While being gored to death by an enraged elephant is hardly a fitting end for a gentleman, it was a suitable conclusion for a hunter with no morals. Or so I reassured myself. As my opinion on the matter was clearly at variance with the majority of the funeral attendees, I maintained a cordial silence.

      “How distressing it is,” Cilla whispered to me as we followed the line of mourners toward the patch of land reserved for the disposal of human bodies.

      “Indeed it is,” I replied, inspecting the ends of my long, dark braid. “It is now past afternoon tea, and there’s no sign of this business finishing soon.”

      My dearest friend merely sighed and shook her head, a strand of her dark blond hair swishing against her round, rosy cheeks. “Surely you can’t be so disinterested,” she said, her blue eyes bright with tears.

      Smirking slightly, I said, “Surely I can.”

      Ignoring the glare bestowed upon me by a mourner, I stared past the small graveyard and out to the savannah. The return of the rains had transformed the dusty, dry land into a herbivore’s paradise.

      Tall grass blanketed the land in green, and flowers of red, yellow and orange covered the trees. The scent of the flowers mingled with that of fresh grass and rich earth. The number of birds and insects had exploded, filling the air with a variety of calls, chirps and songs. Giraffe strolled among herds of fattened zebra and dark-skinned wildebeest. Of the elephants there was no sign.

      Cilla clucked and said, “Do try to behave, Beatrice.”

      “That might prove difficult,” I muttered, my eyes narrowing. If anyone had dared stare at me, they would have noticed a peculiar yellow glint to my light hazel eyes. The yellow was the only obvious indication of the werewolf bite bestowed upon me while I was a child; when I was irritated, the color tended to be more noticeable.

      The other symptom of that bite, a wolf energy which was connected to my own, twitched within the delicate clockwork mechanism of my metal left hand. I had only to think the command, and the wolf would leap out and cause havoc. Admittedly, I was tempted.

      Glancing at me, her blue eyes wide with concern, Cilla said, “Please control your wolf.”

      Impressed she’d divined the direction of my thoughts, I clenched my left hand, the various cogs and metal bones glinting in the sunlight. “But of course.”

      The lack of tea and other sustenance had plunged me into a foul mood. Relishing the heft of my walking stick, I slashed it against unoffending underbrush. I wasn’t infirm or crippled by any means. Nor was I too old, having only recently survived my twenty-sixth birthday—much to my surprise and my family’s delight. However, the oxide green metal walking stick was a most useful tool for a paranormal investigator, filled as it was with tools tucked inside hidden compartments. At that moment, I was considering using the sleeping darts on the minister if he dawdled overly with his graveside speech.

      “All this fuss for what?” I asked.

      “Beatrice Knight Timmons, you don’t mean that,” Cilla scolded me, attempting to appear firm and aggrieved but she was too gentle to be anything but kind. “Mr. Turner is dead. He was such a young man, tragically removed from life before he could truly begin it, trampled by a rampaging elephant.”

      The mention of the murderous animal called to mind the elephant herd which had not so long ago assisted us in a battle with an army of skeletons. I recalled with a soft smile the matriarch and her sweet, tiny baby, both of whom—according to Koki the she-demon—were my friends forever. This inevitably turned my thoughts to my own as-yet unborn baby, a secret I had revealed to no one. Resisting the urge to place a hand over my abdomen, I returned to the conversation.

      “And what of the elephant?” I asked, glancing at the front of the crowd of mourners where a coffin was being lowered to the ground by several of the young man’s fellow hunters. “No one has spared even a moment to consider the feelings of that poor beast, shot down in the prime of life. How many little Loxodonta africana orphans are created by the cruelty of these visiting hunters?”

      “Then why did you come?”

      “You insisted,” I said, not bothering to add that I fervently wished I had declined the invitation. The only possible excuse available to me—bouts of nausea and an unnatural debilitation which had plagued me for the first few weeks of my pregnancy—had passed as rapidly as it had appeared. The unfortunate timing of my improved health allowed me no excuse as I was more than capable of attending the funeral.

      “Beatrice, I know you miss Simon,” Cilla said. “I do too. But if anyone can defeat trumped-up charges, it’s my uncle. Don’t worry.”

      At the mention of my husband, my throat constricted. I’d lost track of the days since he’d left for London. Under arrest for attacking his former fiancée, Simon Timmons had decided to face the court rather than escape with our friends into the wilderness of Africa. Not a day passed when I didn’t think of him and worry about our future while cursing his obstinance.

      No further conversation was possible for at that moment, a hush descended on the crowd as the minister launched into a long-winded speech in a droning voice. “We can only find comfort in the divine promise of eternal life,” he pronounced as he scratched the side of his bony nose. “And in the fact that Mr. Turner, in his last moment of life, killed the elephant with one shot through the eye and into the brain.”

      “Lucky shot,” I muttered. Cilla jabbed me in the side with her elbow.

      Standing at the edge of the open grave, the minister gazed out at the crowd, raised a hand to the sky and concluded, “We can all rest easy knowing the savage beast is dead.”

      “By savage beast, is he referring to the elephant or Mr. Turner?” I whispered to Cilla.

      “Hush,” she said as the coffin was lowered into the hole.

      Sighing, I glanced around the newly delineated cemetery. There was no reason why that plot had been selected over the neighboring plot; indeed, there was no distinguishing markers at all apart from a hastily erected fence. At least the dead would have a decent view of the forested slopes to one side and the savannah stretching out to the distant horizon on the other.

      Turning away from the hole in the ground, I studied the small town of Nairobi. It wasn’t much to look at really: a huddle of shops and offices lined a dirt road named after our monarch Queen Victoria; the ramshackle Bazaar sprawled around one end of town; and to one side squatted the tented camp which housed the Indians who were in British East Africa to construct Her Majesty’s railway across the colonies. Even from this distance, I could see the stains of red clay soil and dust on the canvas tents and the growing pile of camp-related debris.

      “Beatrice,” Cilla hissed and elbowed me sharply.

      Obediently I turned to face the minister who predictably had much to say about a man he had never known. I’d hoped that perhaps Gideon, my dead first husband, would attend, thus entertaining me with graveside antics that would certainly have been inappropriate but highly amusing. Alas, he refrained as did my other paranormal acquaintances and family members.

      It was therefore with great relief that I observed the lowering of the coffin into the hole. Members of the East African Ladies League, led by their chairwoman Mrs. Mayence Bent, clustered around the bereaved, ostensibly to provide consolation but in reality to mine them for any gems of gossip. After all, Nairobi had been quiet as of late. Even the heavy April rains, prolonged by a perverse fit of nature into June, had petered out, leaving in its wake the perpetually overcast sky of the cool, dry season that some referred to as winter.

      As there was no reason to remain, I started along the path leading to town, the chatter of the gossips fading behind me. Fervently I hoped that Jonas, my gardener and driver, hadn’t taken it upon himself to depart for home.

      Leaning close to me and speaking in a conspiratorial whisper, Cilla said, “I heard from Mrs. Bent that our new mayor has formed a committee to better organize the town and more closely monitor hunting activities. And he’s single.”

      “And you’re engaged to my brother,” I said. “Really, you should leave such commentaries to the unattached girls.”

      Cilla giggled. “I have no interest in the new mayor,” she reassured me. “While he is pleasing in his form and manner, he’s rather dull compared to our family, wouldn’t you agree?”

      I smiled and said, “If there’s one thing we are not, it’s dull.”

      As if the mere thought summoned him, a bloodsucking firefly zipped before my eyes.

      “Miss Knight,” he said, his silky voice filling my mind. “Hurry home.”

      “Stop with the charm, Yao,” I grumbled and shook my head to clear the unseemly thoughts that the shape-shifting vampire always engendered in me.

      “Yao is sorry,” he said and landed on my shoulder. “But have you arranged for the negotiation with Jonas?”

      “How terribly romantic,” Cilla said, placing her hands over her heart.

      “Hardly,” I said, glancing around to ensure we couldn’t be overheard chatting with an insect. “I have to persuade my gardener to give up his only daughter to a firefly in exchange for a few cows.”

      “Adze,” Yao corrected, shaking his little wings. “Yao is an Adze, and Jonas will receive more than a few cows. My beloved Wanjiru is worth more than that.”

      “At any rate, I’ve arranged for the negotiation,” I said, relieved to see our two-wheeled wagon up ahead near the outskirts of Nairobi. Jonas was leaning against the ox, pretending indifference at the approaching crowd of mourners. Nelly, my flying horse, was deflowering an angel’s trumpet bush, oblivious to the poisonous nature of the plant. “We’ll formally meet in three days, so there’s no need for me to hurry home at all.”

      Yao buzzed closer to my ear, the beating of his little wings tickling me. “Yes, there is,” he argued, but I heard the mischief in his voice even before he added, “Miss Knight, you need to hurry home because you have a special guest waiting.”

      “I wasn’t expecting visitors,” I said.

      Yao chuckled. “No one ever expects Death to visit them until he does. Now he is here and he’s waiting for you.”
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      It is always disconcerting to find a god sitting at one’s kitchen table, more so when that god is Death himself.

      While I am accustomed to all manner of paranormal beasties and supernatural goings-on, even my nerves have their limits. Upon hearing Yao’s announcement, I lifted my skirt and hastened to reach Nelly, leaving Cilla and Yao to chat about weddings and happily-ever-afters.

      “Nelly, stop eating those flowers,” I scolded as I arrived at last before my horse. Yanking at the reins, I added, “They’re poisonous, you silly nag. Jonas, why do you let her eat them?”

      Jonas peered over, his face reminiscent of a wrinkled apple. One gnarled hand stroked a bullet scar on the horse’s neck. Scratching at the black-and-white curls cut close to his dark scalp, he shrugged. “Me, I don’t worry,” he said. “Nelly, she can eat anything.”

      It was true. Early on in our acquaintance, the small, reddish-brown horse consumed a serpent spirit which had tried to possess her. Since then, she’d acquired the abilities to fly and to digest anything remotely edible within her reach. I’d seen her devour lampshades and suffer no ill effect apart from an increase in bodily eruptions from either end. As far as I knew, she was the only horse who could belch, and this was hardly a source of pride.

      “Jonas, if other people observe her eating poison,” I explained, “they’ll marvel why she hasn’t dropped dead by now. And we can’t have that, now can we?”

      Frowning, Jonas scratched his head again, a sign that he was pondering my words. “Yes?” he said.

      “No, we can’t,” I said as I swung into the saddle and settled my skirt about me. “It’s most imprudent to allow the normal among us to learn of the existence of the paranormal. It would addle their minds and, worse, stimulate their imagination. This could lead them to discover even more inconvenient truths, thus endangering our world, and all because you allowed Nelly to eat those flowers.”

      While I might have exaggerated a tad, I retained the belief of my previous employer, the Society for Paranormals, that a little bit of ignorance goes a long way to protect everyone. Jonas however was unimpressed by my argument.

      “Those People of the Fog,” he said, referring to Europeans, and spat upon the ground. “Them, they see what they want to see, not what is.”

      “Be that as it may,” I acknowledged, “it is preferable to use some wisdom, particularly in such a public spot.”

      Not wishing to delay my departure any further, I urged Nelly into a canter, impatient to be out of sight of the funeral attendees. Once we were obscured by some distance and a clump of trees at the edge of a river, I urged Nelly upward. With a snort and a toss of her head, she leaped toward the sky, nearly unseating me in the process. The world blurred into streaks of blue, gray and green, the wind so fierce against my face that I struggled to breathe. Yet I dared not open my mouth for fear of swallowing one of the insects that splattered against me.

      As the Hardinge Estate came into view, Nelly shifted direction and plummeted to the ground, only straightening up a hairbreadth before we collided with our ramshackle barn. Trotting into the structure, Nelly neighed at the other horses and promptly fell asleep.

      I allowed myself a moment to fix my hair which was all askew and to wipe off a few insects from my face and clothes. As there was little more I could do to tidy myself, I strode out of the barn and to our cottage, wondering what new misadventure awaited me.

      The misadventure in question slouched in a chair, his elbows on the small wooden table, his chin in hands, a sulk on his otherwise pleasant face. Le-Eyo, God of Death, glanced at me as I entered the back door to the kitchen but made no move to stand or greet me. Then again, Death and I weren’t exactly on the best of terms. When he kidnapped Jonas’ daughter Wanjiru, I had assisted in rescuing her from the Underworld, depriving Death of his bride and, more importantly, bruising his pride.

      “I’m going to need a pot of tea for this,” I said. So saying, I added wood into the round belly of the black, metal stove. A full kettle, its surface battered and darkened over the years, squatted on the stone counter. I hefted it onto the stove’s top and faced my unwelcome guest.

      In the Underworld, the African god had impressed me with his towering stature; in the human world, he was somehow diminished in height. But in every other regard, he could still out-compete any of the pale-faced hunters currently running amok in Nairobi.

      While Death wasn’t as finely proportioned as Yao, he was nonetheless an impressive enough specimen of masculinity to be worthy of some attention. His hair hung past his shoulders in countless braids stained with a red clay dye; many of the braids ended with gold shells which clinked against each other whenever he moved.

      Wrapped around his waist was a black-and-red checkered blanket; flung over his shoulders was the pelt of a lion, the jaws of which hovered over the man’s forehead. A leather vest covered most of his muscular chest but left enough to admire. Yet the sulk of his lips reminded me of a spoiled child. Leaning against the plastered stone wall was his spear, the tip of which could hurl lethal bolts at his adversaries.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I enquired, frowning at him. Something wasn’t right, as if a vital part of him was missing.

      Death shook his head. “It is never a pleasure for humans to meet me.”

      “You’ll hear no argument from me,” I said as I pulled out one of the cushioned wooden chairs and sat across from him. “However, the threat of imminent demise should never result in the loss of manners.”

      A reluctant smile curled his full lips, yet he remained lost in his meditations. Glancing at the stove, I noticed a thin stream of steam trickle upward to the ceiling. The scent of burning wood mingled with the perfume of herbs I’d hung from a rafter to dry. Despite the presence of Death, I allowed myself a moment to appreciate the warmth of the kitchen, the texture of the rough flagstone floor, and the orderliness of the copper and iron pots and pans hanging from hooks over the stone countertop.

      The silence, while pleasant, caused me to glance to the wooden rafters above and search for Shelby. The young vervet monkey was not there.

      “Your deceased husband Gideon escorted the simian to another room,” Death answered my unspoken question. “What an eccentric little beast.”

      Frowning, I said, “What, the monkey?”

      “No, your husband.”

      “Well, as a point of fact, I remarried,” I said, wishing to correct the notion that I was wedded to a ghost. Hoping Gideon wouldn’t overhear us, I lowered my voice. “My current husband, Simon Timmons⁠—”

      “Is sitting in a cell in a London prison,” Death interrupted and waved his hand at me. “I am aware of the details, Miss Knight.”

      “It’s Mrs. Timmons, actually,” I corrected him, although by now I was acutely aware of the futility. None of my African acquaintances understood the impropriety of using my previous name, or if they did, they didn’t care. Le-Eyo, God of Death, was no exception and, given his fatal profession, I didn’t press the point.

      A few moments passed, the seconds marked by the shrill songs of birds and insects. When the kettle whistled, I returned to the stove and selected a tea I had recently acquired from a South African trader. Made from the bark of a red bush, it was thus given the unoriginal name of Rooibos—literally red bush in Afrikaans.

      I poured hot water and tea leaves into my engraved metal teapot; the teapot was one of the few mementos I had of my mother. As I waited for the tea to steep, I stared out a window just as a giraffe glided along the stretch of open land between the cottage and the Hardinge house.

      “Tea?” I asked.

      “If you insist,” Death replied.

      “I don’t but I can’t very well resort to rudeness, now can I?” I said as I returned to the table with a tray. Once I’d served the tea, I bolstered my nerves with a sip or two of that most delectable of beverages before continuing my inquiry. “I’m sure you didn’t come here for the tea, as magnificent as my tea blends are. Let me reassure you that I say so with no pride but am only repeating what my customers have told me themselves.”

      Sighing, Death set his cup down, the clink of porcelain against porcelain a lonely sound, and lifted his head with a tinkle of shells. “I have lost my throne, Miss Knight. I am no longer God of the Underworld. Death is no more.”
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      The dethroning of a god is no small matter, particularly when the god is involved in harvesting souls. I admit I was tempted to celebrate the news; what human wouldn’t delight in the news that Death had been vanquished? Yet I restrained myself if for no other reason than to avoid being on the receiving end of a bolt of lightning from his spear.

      Instead, I opted for a more diplomatic approach. “You seem well enough to me,” I said even as I realized what was different: his brown skin and eyes no longer glowed with a golden sheen.

      His eyes narrowed. “Is that another overuse of English manners?”

      Shrugging, I shifted in my seat. “Would you prefer I say you look like death?”

      “Of course I look like Death,” he said and shook his head, shells clicking together at the end of his braids. “Whom else if not myself? You People of the Fog are a strange species.”

      Lifting the teapot, I poured myself another cup of Rooibos tea, for I could tell I would need it if I was going to survive the conversation. “At the risk of appearing inhospitable, why are you in my kitchen?”

      “Would you prefer I move to your sitting room?” he asked, standing up as if to remedy his error.

      “No,” I said, waving him down. Abandoning all attempts at polite subtlety, I asked, “Why are you here at all? Shouldn’t you be chatting with the powers-that-be regarding your reinstatement?”

      Leaning his elbows on the table, Death dropped his face onto his cupped hands, his shoulders slouching. “I can’t,” he mumbled. “Enkai won’t allow me.”

      “Should I know who Enkai is?” I asked, sniffing at the red tea.

      Peeking through his fingers, Death glared at me. “Enkai is the creator of all that was, is and will be. He created the heavens, the earth, the Underworld and the laws that govern everything.”

      “Ah,” I said. “Would you say he’s the supreme deity in the realm of African gods?”

      Smacking his hands onto the table, Death said, “He is the supreme deity of all gods, African or not. There’s only room in the universe for one creator.”

      “I see,” I said, although I didn’t at all. “My grasp of religious doctrine is somewhat rusty or, more accurately, nonexistent.”

      Do not imagine my family was negligent with regard to religious instruction. In fact, they sent me to Sunday school when I was a young child. Dutifully I sat through the first several lessons, and all was well until we reached the chapter about Noah’s Ark. Complications arose when I insisted that werewolves and unicorns must have joined Noah in his ship; after all, how else could they have survived the flood? And what of the fairies and gnomes I saw in the garden? Surely, they must have been given a small flower patch somewhere on that great, big boat?

      Eventually, an agreement was reached between the minister and my family: they wouldn’t excommunicate me from the church, and I would never attend class again. The innocent children needed to be protected from my ungodly imagination. For my part, I was more than happy to agree, although my ignorance of such matters wasn’t pleasing to my current visitor.

      “At any rate,” I spoke into the silence before it could lengthen any more, “why would this creator, Enkai, remove you from your position?”

      Sighing, Death tapped his fingers against the tabletop, glancing around before meeting my gaze. “I broke my own law.”

      “I am all astonishment,” I said, remembering how excessively law-abiding Death normally was. “What law would that be?”

      “The Law of Death, obviously,” he chided. “I allowed Liongo the warrior-poet to permanently return to the land of the living. Nay, I encouraged him to do so.”

      “And he caused all sorts of difficulties for us,” I said, remembering the night Liongo attacked the Hardinge Estate with an army of skeletons and a giant, one-eyed crocodile.

      “That’s not the point,” Death said, frowning at me. “By breaking my law, I broke the circle of life and death.”

      “And I’m sure the living will be forever grateful to you for doing so,” I reassured him.

      “Foolish mortal!” he roared and thumped a fist upon the table, causing the teacups to rattle in their saucers. “Creatures will still die. They just won’t stay dead. Starting in Nairobi, where I am currently residing, the recently dead
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
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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