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      Because it’s been a while, here’s a quick reminder of our Society characters, old and new.

      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

      Burr ~ the Tokolosh, a water sprite that looks like a cross between a small ape and a sloth

      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

      Kaggen ~ a trickster mantis god of the San people who is reputed to have fractured the world

      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

      Ngala ~ the four-in-one supreme being of the Bambara people, maintaining the balance between the elements of air, fire, water, and earth

      Pale Fox ~ a trickster figure representing chaos and disorder who changes into a white fox

      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

      Sharma ‘Song’ Sobhan ~ A young lady with many secrets and a secretive nature, and Miss Knight’s newest employee

      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

      Yanga ~ son of Le-Eyo (God of Death) and the Moon Goddess

      Yao ~ an Adze (an African vampire who shape-shifts into a firefly)
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            Chapter One

          

          MISS KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      IT IS A TRUTH UNIVERSALLY acknowledged that a dead man in possession of a fatal wound must be the victim of murder.

      However, I wish to state for the record that it isn’t my actual profession to solve such murders. It’s not even my hobby, although there are many who would argue otherwise.

      Oddly enough, though, I find myself more often than not in the unenviable position of investigating some manner of crime or other. I do so while I care for my family, run a tea emporium, fend off irksome customers, and beguile villains — some of whom are also customers — into convenient confessions.

      It’s all quite exhausting, really, which brings me to the point of this literary musing. Mr. Simon Timmons has convinced me I need an assistant.

      Or rather, he threatened unspeakable harm to my favorite teapot if I didn’t stop gallivanting around the continent’s most dangerous places, at which point I reminded him that all places are dangerous when I’m involved. He retracted his threat and instead requested I employ a bodyguard. He claims to no longer have the health or the nerves to follow me to the Underworld, or rescue me from the jaws of death, or other similar ventures.

      Simon’s being a tad dramatic. I never asked him to follow me anywhere, and Death’s jaws aren’t nearly big enough to do more than nibble a scone while imbibing tea.

      Nonetheless, my husband makes a valid point. After one child, two decades of marriage, and countless misadventures with the man, I have no desire to add any additional burdens to his aggrieved nerves, so I agreed to his suggestion. This brings us to one dark and stormy night in which I, Beatrice Knight Timmons, did something most unexpected.

      I hired an apprentice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SONG

        

      

    

    
      THE MAN WHO ANSWERED THE door to the mansion wore a long-tailed, bright purple tuxedo, a gold tie, and a tentative smile as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to deal with whatever issues Song was dragging behind her.

      As she wasn’t sure either, she held up the cut-out Wanted ad in front of her like a shield and blurted out, “I’m here about the job as a shop assistant.” Then, just in case that didn’t convince him, she added, “The security guard let me in.”

      Not that the security guard had bothered too much with her credentials. Despite living in a secluded and quite wild corner of Nairobi, he’d opened the main gate to the Hardinge Estate as if she were a resident or a regular guest, not a desperate young woman lost in a storm and clinging to the last slip of hope that the world had not yet shredded and incinerated.

      “What guard?” The butler tilted his head to one side, like a giant purple bird. “Oh, you mean Jonas.” He laughed uproariously. “So, he let you in?”

      “Yes,” Song said, although it sounded like a question.

      The butler, who looked little older than her, gave her a quick once-over, and his smile went from tentative to radiant. He bounced on his heels twice like a walking, talking exclamation mark, and tugged at his lapels, as if to show off the obscene number of mismatched buttons covering the front of his jacket.

      “It’s about time,” he exclaimed and, snagging her elbow with a firm hand, whisked her inside and closed the door. The heavy wood rattled in its frame.

      The pristine condition of the delicate wallpaper and the rich brown glow of the wood floors impressed on her that the residents of this small mansion knew about interior decorating and had the funds to do it properly. Expensive Persian carpets scattered across the floor only confirmed this impression.

      She glanced down at her muddy shoes. Her long black braid and the edges of her baggy overcoat dripped a small pond across all of this well-maintained flooring, spreading the mud from her shoes onto previously stainless flooring.

      But the butler’s smile didn’t falter, nor did he seem to notice the state of her rain-drenched clothes. Before she could marvel at his eager smile or ask him if she should remove her shoes, he steered her down a short hallway and into a cozy room. A bookshelf dominated one wall, and a roaring fire tucked inside a stone hearth on the far wall beckoned her forward.

      “Miss Knight, Mr. Timmons,” the butler sang out while bouncing up and down next to her, “we have a visitor.”

      He directed this statement in barely restrained tones of delight to the two people sitting on plush chairs by the fire. The gentleman was older, his hair thick but grey, the marks of time clearly carved across his face. The woman was early middle-aged, her chin firm, her dress reminding Song of a stern boarding school matron rather than a lady enjoying a quiet evening at home.

      “It’s a real, live visitor,” the butler added in an awed tone.

      “I should hope so,” the lady replied, “for I abhor the dead ones. That type leaves a mess, and blood stains are dreadfully difficult to remove.”

      The elderly gentleman smirked but maintained his focus on his book.

      Song studied the intricate threads of the carpet at her feet, unsure how to respond to the unsavory joke, or if she even should. She kept quiet instead. She needed a job and a place to hide, and judging her potential employer’s odd sense of humor wouldn’t win her points.

      “This one is very, very alive,” the butler hurriedly reassured the lady, “and not bloody at all. See? So I invited her to join us.”

      “How ghastly. Send her away at once, Yanga,” the woman said with a lazy wave of a hand, not looking up from her book. “You know how I deplore unwanted visitors, as if there are any other kind, and have I not instructed you to be instantly suspicious of any visitor who arrives on a dark and stormy night, which tonight clearly is? They must be vagrants, hooligans or vampires.”

      “But madam, you did not,” Yanga whispered loudly with undisguised urgency while he glanced at Song and smiled apologetically. “Besides, I love dark and stormy nights, and she’s here about the apprentice role.”

      “Shop assistant role, and I should go,” Song whispered with an equal urgency that bordered on desperation.

      “You should,” Miss Knight mused. “Yanga, make sure you release the lions to deter any future attempts by people to visit us, whatever their motivation.”

      Yanga gave Song a clear Stay-Here gesture, ignoring her I-Should-Really-Go gesture, and hurried to the lady. There was a moment of frantic whispering from Yanga while Miss Knight’s frown deepened in a manner that suggested she wasn’t accustomed to being defied.

      To Song’s shock, Yanga won the argument, although the lady had the last word as she waved him away. Mr. Timmons’ smirk widened into a sharp smile that suggested a hint of danger.

      With the bouncy steps and cheeky grin of a butler who had no business working as a butler, Yanga skipped past Song and took up guard duty in the doorway immediately behind her, blocking her escape route. His teeth flashed brightly against his dark skin with a smile that suggested he had full confidence in her ability to win over his employers, a confidence she absolutely did not share.

      “Come forward,” Miss Knight ordered, her voice laced with the edgy authority that is natural to those of a certain station who have survived a great many decades, even though she didn’t look old enough to have such gravitas. “Let’s see what we have here.”

      Song wanted to correct her — after all, she was a who, not a what — but thought better of it when she caught sight of the lady’s hefty walking stick. Made of thick, gnarled wood, it had a metal fist on one end and a metal point on the other. How many heads had that metal fist connected with?

      Rather than dwell on a plausible answer, which she suspected would be more heads than permissible by any law, she took one small, shuffling step forward and shifted her gaze to the bookshelf. She’d never seen so many books in one place before.

      “Do you like to read?” the gentleman asked, his eyes the gray of a rain-soaked cloud.

      “Yes, sir, very much,” she replied, her gaze shifting first to him, then to Miss Knight, who was twiddling with her left hand.

      Song gasped, for the hand wasn’t made of flesh and blood but rather of metal bones with gears for joints and a series of minuscule keys and buttons at the wrist.

      Miss Knight narrowed her eyes when she caught the open-mouthed stare, and Song immediately dropped her gaze to the floor, wondering if a hole might conveniently open up beneath her wet, muddy shoes and rescue her from the woman’s scrutiny and judgement.

      “Did you hear that?” Yanga asked, oblivious to the silent exchange. “She likes books!”

      “Good for her,” Miss Knight said. “Young lady, it is decidedly uncommon for a girl of your age⁠—”

      “I’m twenty-one,” Song interrupted, eager to dispel the impression she was a child, and flinched with regret at the cool glare the woman leveled at her.

      Miss Knight cleared her throat, gave the gentleman a stern look which silenced his chuckle, and continued, “Call me old-fashioned⁠—”

      “Which I don’t recommend doing,” Mr. Timmons murmured.

      “Definitely not,” Yanga added.

      “But it’s hardly appropriate for a woman of such tender years to roam about the colony of Kenya without a chaperone or parental figure in sight,” Miss Knight said, ignoring both men. “It may be 1921, but the world hasn’t changed enough to permit such freedoms. Why are you unaccompanied and applying for a menial job instead of attending a fancy ball and applying for a husband?”

      “Oh, I so like balls,” Yanga cheered.

      Song took a deep breath to give herself a second to consider her answer, aware that three sets of eyes watched her with varying degrees of curiosity and suspicion.

      The truth? She was homeless, almost penniless, and willing to take any job that didn’t involve piracy, prostitution or poison.

      Deciding that the blunt truth made her sound desperate and dodgy, she opened her mouth, a pseudo-truth forming in her mind.

      “Truthfulness is the basis of every good quality,” Miss Knight intoned and peered over calico-rimmed glasses, her yellow-hued eyes glinting with a ferocity Song didn’t expect.

      All thoughts of subterfuge vanished.

      “I need a job,” she blurted out, sounding as desperate as she’d feared, and prayed Miss Knight wouldn’t ask about her previous employer. She’d rather brave the inclement weather than discuss Mr. N.

      “Hear that?” Yanga enthused. “She wants a job, so we should definitely give her one.”

      “Need and want are not the same,” Miss Knight said.

      “To be fair,” the elderly gentleman spoke again, “we posted an advert for an assistant. After all, Miss Knight, I’m no longer in any condition to wrestle you out of the jaws of giant crocodiles or retrieve you from the Underworld.”

      Before Song could clamp a hand over her mouth, a giggle burst out of her, the sound more of a strangled cackle than an expression of humor. Nobody else laughed.

      Miss Knight gave him a cross look and a disdainful sniff, then retorted, “Really, Mr. Timmons, we have Yanga for such cross-border deliveries now.” She returned her attention to Song. “Now, tell me how you’re wonderful.”

      Song giggled again, assuming she’d misheard, but she hadn’t, and the sound died in her throat, painfully and awkwardly. The lady wasn’t joking, and it was possible that she didn’t have a funny bone in her old-fashioned body.

      Her jaw swung open and didn’t rebound despite her mother’s oft-mentioned admonition, which crept out of the depths of memory and lectured, No one wants to see the backside of your mouth, except a fly.

      As if summoned by the memory, a fly lazily buzzed past her, straight toward a pot of Venus flytraps squatting on a small side table. Unable to look away, Song watched as the witless fly landed inside the open jaws of a large Venus flytrap. The trap shut, and her sympathy went to the doomed insect. Recently, her life had been a series of bumbles and stumbles around the Venus flytraps of the human world, and it was a minor miracle she’d survived this far. But her quota of miracles was running out.

      She glanced over at Yanga, who gave her a discrete two thumbs up and a Get On With It gesture.

      “I’m just average,” she answered truthfully.

      Miss Knight snorted derisively. “Your modesty doesn’t impress me.”

      “It’s the truth,” Song protested, the one truth she could give with complete honesty.

      “Then you are extraordinary,” Miss Knight said and gave her an appraising look as if reevaluating her initial unfavorable impression. “Average is a very thin line on the bell curve of human experience. Few people ever achieve it.”

      Mr. Timmons thumped his book on his lap, drawing everyone’s attention. “I believe that settles it, my darling.”

      My darling? Song peered through her long eyelashes at the couple. The lady looked so much younger than him she’d assumed he was her father, or she was his caregiver.

      “Very well, Simon,” Miss Knight said, her features softening as she gazed at him, her mouth shifting into a smile that made her appear even younger, before she turned those bright, penetrating eyes to Song. “Let’s hope you last longer than my previous apprentices.”

      Song sidled toward Yanga and whispered, “What happened to the other apprentices?”

      “Don’t worry about them,” he replied. “I’m sure they’re much happier wherever they are now.”

      She surreptitiously took another step back, nodding. Don’t nod your head, she scolded silently. It makes you look interested.

      Any interest she’d had in this job had evaporated like a puddle under the noonday sun. Perhaps she was exaggerating to herself the challenges of homelessness and poverty. She’d survived worse. Mr. N’s Alchemist Academy for Teas & Herbology, for a start.

      Returning her attention to the odd couple, she prepared to decline the job offer and run away into the storm, but they were engaged in an intense conversation, ignoring her existence.

      “I still don’t comprehend why you must meddle in the affairs of history again,” Mr. Timmons murmured, looking exhausted rather than irritated.

      Again? Song thought. Who are these people?

      “I’m all astonishment,” Miss Knight said, sounding almost innocent. “Did I not tell you, dearest?”

      “About what?” Mr. Timmons asked, his voice shifting from that of a doddery old man to something sharper and more lethal as he straightened in his chair, his eyes flashing.

      Miss Knight tossed her book onto the coffee table and directed a beguiling smile at him. “About the note in the library, of course.”

      “Which note?” Mr. Timmons and Yanga asked simultaneously, one with concern, the other with a wide smile and bouncy feet.

      “Why,” Miss Knight said, “the note on the dead body, of course.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          SONG

        

      

    

    
      “A DEAD BODY IN THE library,” Mr. Timmons mused into the stunned silence. “Here we go again.”

      Again?

      People in this household used that word a lot, and Song had only been there for less than nine minutes. She stiffened her face lest she reveal her surprise at the odd response, but a twitchy giggle defied her efforts and wiggled up her throat and into her mouth.

      At the last second, she transformed the hysterical noise into words and stammered, “How droll.”

      No one else seemed amused. Even more alarming, no one expressed concern about the discovery of a body in the house.

      Yanga perked up and took a step toward a doorway off to one side. “Miss Knight always has the best surprises,” he said and patted the front of his long-tailed jacket. “Almost better than buttons.”

      “It’s hardly a surprise since it happens so often,” Mr. Timmons said and rose out of his chair with a soft grunt.

      “I can see why my father abandoned me here,” Yanga chirped, grinning with delight. “So much drama. So many mysterious notes. So many dead bodies in the library⁠—”

      “There’s only one body,” Miss Knight corrected sternly, “unless more have magically appeared, which should surprise us all.”

      “Nothing would surprise me,” Mr. Timmons said as he leaned heavily on a slender bamboo cane and shuffled toward the doorway. “Let’s see who died this time.”

      “This time?” Song repeated, soft and breathless. “Is this a frequent occurrence, then?”

      “Of course not,” Miss Knight tutted.

      “Frequent enough,” Mr. Timmons drawled as he led the way.

      “So much marvelous drama,” Yanga said, his eyes lit up in wonderment and excitement, and he gestured for Song to follow the others.

      A toxic combination of morbid curiosity and horror left her numb, and she allowed herself to be led into the library. Her first impression of the room was favorable. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves completely covered two walls and towered above her in story-loaded majesty. Dark hardwood floorboards creaked softly underfoot as they approached a set of antique sofas and armchairs in the central space. A paisley-patterned sofa caught her attention as it sported a conspicuous set of enormous claw marks along one side.

      Two carpets — one a zebra skin, and the other made of fine Persian wool — pointed the way to the stone fireplace on the other side of the room. Rain pattered against the set of glass doors overlooking the garden, although the darkness of night obscured what was certain to be a stunning view of expansive gardens and old forest. The room carried a lingering aura of grandeur, memories and mystery.

      Then, the genuine mystery revealed itself as a man in a navy suit who lay sprawled face-down across the Persian carpet, rigid and unmoving.

      “Fortunately, he hasn’t stained the carpet,” Miss Knight broke the deep silence.

      “Unfortunately, though, he’s dead,” Mr. Timmons noted.

      “A temporarily inconvenient state of affairs,” Miss Knight said.

      “A lost sock is temporarily inconvenient,” Mr. Timmons pointed out, “but a dead person?”

      “Mr. Timmons is a glass half empty sort,” Yanga whispered as he leaned into Song’s personal space in a manner suggesting a familiarity that didn’t exist.

      “Mr. Yanga,” she began, desperate to establish some boundaries.

      He interrupted her efforts with a snort that swelled into hilarity. “Hear that?” he asked between guffaws. “She called me mister! No, no, no. There’s no mister in my name, only Yanga.”

      “Really,” she said, startled at the informality and wondering if she should reciprocate. It seemed the polite thing to do, although it felt wrong. Then again, her current name was a lie, which was another wrong. “I suppose you can call me Song.” It sounded like a question.

      “You suppose wrong,” Miss Knight said, the steel in her voice broaching no negotiation, and knelt beside the body to feel for a pulse. “We shall refer to you as Miss Song, using your appropriate title. Now, what are we supposed to do with him?”

      “Do with him?” Song repeated, gawking at the scene and wondering if it was too late to escape. “We should do nothing except call the authorities.”

      “That’s a ghastly idea,” Miss Knight said.

      “Agreed,” Mr. Timmons added.

      “But—” Song said.

      “The authorities only get in the way and ruin a perfectly appointed room with all of their intrusive poking and investigating,” Miss Knight concluded.

      “Not to mention Chief Constable Dougal,” Mr. Timmons said, and glowered at the body. “The rascal.”

      “Oh, him,” Miss Knight tutted. “He always assumes the worst regarding the Hardinge Estate residents, although I can’t imagine why.”

      “I can,” Yanga offered cheerfully, an offer Miss Knight ignored.

      “We’re inevitably the first stop in any investigation Dougal cares to launch,” she continued, “as he operates on the premise that we’re guilty until proven otherwise.”

      “Are you?” Song asked before thinking better of it.

      “Guilty?” Miss Knight paused, with the hint of a smile on her thin lips. “Of some crimes, perhaps, but not this one. At any rate, we shan’t be calling the authorities.”

      Song considered arguing. A man was dead, presumably murdered. Surely, decency required them to notify someone?

      On the other hand, Miss Knight’s decision aligned perfectly with Song’s own goal to avoid attracting attention. Summoning the authorities might blow her cover and reveal her whereabouts to individuals she wished to avoid. Her lips quivered as she considered the mess in which she’d landed.

      “What’s that?” Mr. Timmons asked and nudged the man’s hand with his cane. “The aforementioned note, I presume?”

      “You presume correctly,” Miss Knight said. “I returned it to its original location so you could see in what condition I found it.”

      “How thoughtful of you,” Mr. Timmons murmured.

      “Indeed,” she said.

      “Are they always like this?” Song addressed the question to the purple-attired butler in the hopes he might dispel her regret at entering the Hardinge Estate.

      “Always,” Yanga said with the air of someone reassuring her.

      “Good heavens,” she mumbled.

      Miss Knight and Mr. Timmons stood on either side of the body, staring down at it with neither curiosity nor horror. Miss Knight pursed her lips in a straight, disapproving line as if she blamed the unfortunate dead man for spoiling her beautiful interior decorating.

      “They do die in the most inconvenient places,” she said.

      “Is there such a thing as a convenient place?” Song asked, then blushed as everyone turned to her.

      “The morgue,” Yanga said.

      “A hospital,” Mr. Timmons added.

      “Essentially any place but in my home,” replied Miss Knight, “and especially not in my library. Such a travesty, really.” She nudged the man with a booted foot.

      “So this is the fun bit,” Yanga said.

      “Which bit?” Song asked.

      “The bit where we have to figure out what to do with a body,” he replied.

      Song concluded that perhaps she was better off homeless, penniless and far away from this madhouse as possible. Would they allow her to leave? Or had she heard too much?

      “The fun bit is the note,” Miss Knight corrected Yanga as she bent over to pluck the crumpled paper from the dead man’s hand, then held it aloft. “The tricksters are at work,” she read aloud.

      After a pause, Mr. Timmons asked, “Is that it?”

      “It seems so,” she said. “Not much of a note, is it?”

      “What fun! Can I see it?” Yanga asked.

      Song marveled at his audacity. Though she had limited experience with butlers, she knew they typically deferred to employers and never spoke out of turn. Yanga was oblivious to socially constructed hierarchies.

      Miss Knight glanced at Yanga with a knowing smile. “It wouldn’t surprise me if your father had a hand in this.” Ignoring his alarmed gasp, she turned to Song, her yellow-eyed gaze sharp. “On the other side of the note is a small sketch of a young woman who looks remarkably like you.”

      “Me?” she squeaked as her stomach clenched with the realization that she was in more trouble than she’d previously suspected.

      “This really is so fun,” Yanga said, clapping twice.

      Miss Knight turned the note to display a sketch of a woman in a baggy overcoat. Fortunately, the sketch didn’t provide details of the face, but it was hard to argue that it was someone else without revealing aspects of a history Song didn’t want to share.

      It could be any of us from the Academy, she thought. The overcoat was a standard part of the uniform. But how was it possible for one of her former members to be here? Surely, she would’ve noticed one of them following her, unless…

      She could hardly breathe with the panic crawling across her chest. What if Mr. N had sent one of his top agents, like Sally ‘Snickers’ Delany? But if Snickers had been on the train and had tracked her this far, Song would already be bound, gagged and on a steamer back to the New World. Besides, how would Mr. N have figured out her escape route so fast?

      “Do you know the deceased?” Miss Knight asked.

      Song shook her head clear and opened her mouth, preparing to protest her innocence and proclaim her ignorance, for how could she possibly know anyone when she had arrived in Nairobi only this morning? As she grappled with words and the boiling tempest in her gut, Mr. Timmons rolled the body onto its back. She gasped.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Miss Knight said without judgement.

      Song nodded, unable to pull her gaze away from the blank expression on the dead man’s face. “He was on the train,” she admitted, wishing she didn’t sound as if she were confessing to the crime.

      And a crime there definitely had been. Dark gray smears fanned out from a small hole in the center of the man’s forehead.

      “Odd,” Miss Knight said. “A speeding bullet certainly caused this wound, yet there’s minimal leakage of blood.” She leaned over the man and brushed a finger through the gray smears. “Soot? Odder still.”

      Mr. Timmons tapped the man with his cane and asked, “Is it at all possible the man accidentally shot himself?”

      “We should be so lucky,” Miss Knight retorted, “especially given the note.”

      How is any of this lucky? Song wondered, although her throat constricted too tightly to speak the words, even if she dared.

      “What was your relationship to the deceased?” Mr. Timmons asked so softly that it took her a moment to realize he had directed the question at her.

      “Nothing,” she blurted. “We shared a carriage from Mombasa to Nairobi.”

      “That’s not nothing,” Miss Knight said. “Ah, Jonas.”

      Song glanced back as a grizzled, stooped man shuffled into the room, a milky film over his eyes, his face deeply wrinkled. She marveled that she’d ever thought him to be a guard.

      “We have a guest,” Miss Knight continued, indicating Song, “and a body.”

      “Bah,” Jonas grumbled. “Another one?”

      Was he referring to another guest or another body? Song thought it best not to ask. The less she knew about these people, the better.

      “Indeed,” Miss Knight commiserated. “We shall have to sort out both of them.”

      “Eh, I need more tea leaves,” Jonas said and limped out of the room, displaying neither interest nor surprise at the evening’s events.

      “As shall we all,” Miss Knight said.

      “I think I need to sit,” Mr. Timmons murmured.

      “Simon,” Miss Knight exclaimed, her voice rising in volume and pitch. “You’ve overexerted yourself!”

      Mr. Timmons wavered, his eyelids drooping as he gripped his cane and struggled to remain upright. Miss Knight nimbly leaped over the body and grasped his arm, leading him to the doorway.

      “Off we go,” she said, a tender gentleness brushing across her words before evaporating with a sharp command, “You two, stay here.”

      “With a body?” Song wheezed, but the odd couple had exited the library, leaving her with two strangers, one of whom was dead.
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