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      “Government torture chamber in the basement? Oh, yeah. I can totally believe it,” I said.

      For several minutes, I amused myself with this gruesome thought. After all, the slab of concrete under my feet was the only thing separating me from the infamous torture facility of a previous Kenyan government regime. It was supposedly no longer in use, but who knew for sure?

      Meanwhile, around me in the dimly lit, grimy and oppressive Immigration Hall of Nyayo House, people shuffled forward in long lines, barely functioning above the level of zombies. Bureaucracy was its own special brand of torture.

      While I waited for the bored clerk to find my file, I mentally reminded myself, I’m Lara Kraft now. I kept repeating it like a mantra, hoping I wouldn’t forget my new name while trying not to scream for the woman to hurry up and give me my research permit. She’d wandered off ten minutes ago. How long could it possibly take?

      I’m Lara Kraft. The other girl is dead.

      Originally, I’d wanted to use the name Lara Croft, my movie hero, but thought such a well-known name might attract the wrong kind of attention. Scratch that. At this point in my life, any attention was the wrong kind.

      “Here you go, madam,” the clerk said as she finally reappeared in her tiny cubicle and passed me a form under the thick, bulletproof glass divider.

      Rejected.

      I stared at the stamp in horror.

      "Rejected?" I tapped a finger on the paper. “Rejected? Are you serious?"

      The lady on the other side of the counter shrugged and picked at her chipped nail polish. Clearly, she felt safe behind the impenetrable glass. When I first entered the ground floor of the Immigration building, I'd wondered about the glass dividers separating clerks from customers. But now, I understood. That sturdy barrier was to save the workers from being shot by highly frustrated applicants.

      "There must be a mistake.” My voice rose with anxiety as I yanked my fingers through my shoulder-length hair, tugging out a few light brown strands in the process.

      “No mistake, madam.” The woman scratched a long fingernail in between two thick braids at the top of her head.

      My shoulders slumped. “This can’t be happening,” I muttered. After all, I had just spent my last few dollars on applying for a renewed research permit. What was I to do now? I didn't even have the funds to buy the ticket I’d need to fly back to Toronto and home.

      Not that I was in any rush to go back there.

      The plump lady, not an unkind woman, sighed and held up her hands in surrender. "Sorry, madam. I don't make these decisions."

      Doing my best not to glare at her, I shook the form, the paper snapping between us. "But all my paperwork is in order. I have a right to a renewal. Or at least an explanation as to why I'm being rejected."

      Her eyes slightly unfocused, the woman blew out her lips and stared over my shoulder. Perhaps she was gazing at her future: a never-ending line of unhappy customers, imploring her, begging her, threatening her, to do her job. But the truth? She wasn't paid enough to give a damn.

      "Madam, you can try to protest this decision,” she said in a mechanical voice, one that had repeated similar words to similarly despairing customers. “But you will have to do it from home."

      Home.

      That word again. What did it even mean anymore? My back curving in defeat, I yanked the paperwork away from the counter in front of one of a series of narrow cubicles and trudged past the long line of weary applicants. Some stared at me with hopeful eyes, with fearful ones, with resigned expressions. It didn't matter now.

      “Do it from home,” I repeated under my breath and glared at the dull, chipped and stained concrete floor.

      That wasn’t going to happen, not after I’d made so much effort to distance myself from all that waited for me there: my past, all my terrible mistakes, and danger in the form of my stepfather who was now an ex-convict.

      Somehow, I didn’t think prison had done much to reform him.

      This was my third month in Nairobi. The first two hadn't exactly been brilliant. Somehow, I’d hoped that three would be a charm, and I would succeed in staying longer. But return home and reapply from there? That was one place I couldn't go.

      I gazed around the Immigration Hall. Even though the government had changed and become more democratic, I could still feel the vibe of the torture chambers, the horrors drifting up from the basement, the echoes of past victims’ screams.

      No wonder the hall was so depressing.

      I squared my shoulders. Whatever I was going to do now, I couldn’t do it here. Pulling out my cell phone to order an Uber, I groaned. I hadn't charged my phone recently, and the tiny battery bar blinked red, warning me I was about to lose my connection to everything.

      At least the cell phone system works, I thought as I punched in the request. It’s about the only thing that does.

      It wasn’t a fair statement, and I knew it. But at that moment as I stomped down the stairs and met up with my ride, I wasn’t in the mood to be magnanimous. I prayed for a quiet driver because if I had to talk to anyone, they would come away without a head. And that probably wouldn’t be a great idea, given my precarious situation.

      Besides, the driver needs his head to see where he’s going, I reminded myself and huffed a laugh.

      Except we weren’t going anywhere.

      We had barely turned onto Uhuru Highway when traffic came to a complete stop. While it was possible to have one of those days when everything proceeded perfectly—even in Nairobi—it was clear this was not going to be one of those days, at least not for me. The highway was ironically named Uhuru—Swahili for freedom—which only meant everyone was free to reach the road and then sit there.

      Rolling down the window to cool down, I tuned into the noise outside the car—muted shouting and car horns. “What’s going on?”

      My driver gestured to a man strolling in between vehicles, selling newspapers. They had a quick conversation in Swahili, after which the driver turned to me, his cell phone at his ear.

      “Sorry, madam,” he said. “There’s a student demonstration at the University Roundabout. They’re protesting about the way the national election is being organized.”

      The University Roundabout was a couple of blocks away. At this rate, it would take a couple of hours to be free of the standstill traffic.

      “I don’t suppose you’ll give me a discount for the time spent sitting here?” I asked, smiling hopefully.

      Of course, he shook his head and widened his own smile. “Sorry, madam.” He turned and faced forward, shut off his engine and slipped in a set of earbuds. End of conversation.

      As I quietly made up new swear words and sweated in the passenger seat, I glanced through the windows just to look for something that wasn’t car exhaust and a long line of frustration. I noticed a handwritten sign for a witch doctor who claimed to be able to cure everything and anything, including bad school grades.

      Can he cure traffic jams? I wondered and snorted. Sliding forward in my seat, I gestured to the sign taped onto the nearby lamppost. “How quaint. So many frauds.”

      Turning to face me, the Uber driver yanked out an earbud and stared at the sign before chuckling. “Oh, yes, there are indeed. Everyone knows the only witch doctors worth going to don’t advertise.”

      I gaped at him. He was a young man, smartly dressed and seemed educated enough to know better. “You’re kidding.”

      “No.” He eyed me as if marveling at my doubt. “And the best one runs a tea shop.”

      The sounds of loud shouting and breaking glass swallowed whatever I might have said in response. As I stared out the windscreen, I homed in on my hearing, picking up sounds the disinterested human next to me couldn’t detect over the rumble of traffic: angry voices yelling threats, a couple of gunshots and a scream. We both jumped to attention when a troop of police officers in riot gear jogged past on either side of the vehicle.

      It was time to bail.

      Easing the door open, I nodded at the driver. “Thanks for the ride. I’m out of here. Just be sure to only bill me for the time I was with you.”

      He frowned. “It wasn’t a very long time, madam.”

      “And whose fault was that?” I waved my hand toward the windscreen where a peaceful student protest was about to grow more violent.

      As his expression deflated into weary resignation, I paused in my self-righteous tirade. It wasn’t his fault, either. Digging into my bag, I pulled out a wrinkled note and handed it to him. His smile was worth it.

      I scurried around the vehicles and paused on the thin strip of green land separating the two sides of the highway, and my shoulders slumped. At this rate, I wouldn’t be able to return to my furnished apartment before late evening. Well, I could, but it would be a long walk.

      Waving at the happy Uber driver, I debated what to do. If I headed along the edge of the highway next to the broad expanse of Uhuru Park, I could make it back to my Westlands apartment faster than if I sat in a vehicle.

      It will also take me straight into the protest. I sniffed the air, my wolf spirit sorting through the subtlety of scents. Over the stink of diesel and ozone, I caught a whiff of tear gas.

      “Fun and games,” I said.

      Weaving between the stationary traffic, I jogged into the city center and away from the disaster otherwise known as the highway. As the sounds and smells of the protest faded, I slowed down. I had no real destination in mind. All that was going on in my head were thoughts about how messed up my life had become.

      To be fair, I’d come a long way since my misspent youth as a gang member. I’d done good work to atone for my mistakes, and I liked to think I’d turned my life around. Yet despite all my efforts, here I was wandering the streets of another city with no idea of what to do or where to go.

      What would Lara Croft do?

      I snorted out a laugh. Aside from being a fictional character, Lara Croft was wealthy with friends all over the world who jumped when she called. I had no money, no friends and no functioning cell phone. My battery had died along with any hope of reaching the sanctuary of my apartment before nightfall.

      Great. Just great.

      Then again, I held one card Lara Croft didn’t—the power to shift. It wasn’t an option I’d actually exercise, though. Wolves and crowded city streets made a terrible combination.

      “Excuse me, madam,” a woman interrupted my musings. She was polite with only a trace of annoyance in her voice.

      I looked up, startled to see how far I’d walked from the highway, and stepped aside to let her pass. “Sorry,” I said and watched as she brushed by me and pulled a shop door open.

      A bell tinkled, a cheery sound for a dismal day. Glancing up, I read the sign overhead: The Cozy Tea Shoppe. I swept my gaze across the display in the front window: teapots, cups, saucers and trays. A rather compelling painting hung in the midst of the tea sets, its colorful swirls inviting me to stay awhile.

      Without further thought, I yanked on the door handle, a bell in my head chiming to match the one over the door. Well, it was teatime, after all. Who knew? Maybe I’d meet the witch my Uber driver had mentioned.

      Smirking, I said under my breath, “Yeah, and maybe she can give me a spell to change my luck.”

      Doubting there was a witch on the planet powerful enough to do that, I entered the shop.
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      “Me, I’m not needed to rough those guys up,” Isaac said, keeping his voice neutral even as his heart raced. The Bat’s Brew was no place for a respectable Shifter. Granted, he wasn’t that respectable, but he still shouldn’t be here. Besides, the place stank of unwashed bodies and misery.

      Eddie smiled, his teeth gleaming against his dark skin. The thing with the hyena Shifter was his smile never reached his brown eyes. Rubbing a hand over his chest, he clucked his tongue at Isaac. “Now, what’s the fun in that? All for one, and one for all, am I right?”

      Isaac wanted nothing more than to tell him how wrong he was. Instead, he raised his voice to be heard over the loud, garbled music. “There’s five of us, not three.”

      Frowning, Eddie cocked his head to one side, then back to center. From his blank expression, Isaac figured he hadn’t understood the reference to the Three Musketeers.

      Contemplating the hyena Shifter, Isaac decided it was better to remain quiet. His brothers would be proud of him, had they known. On the other hand, his brothers would be furious if they ever found out he was at a meeting between his old hyena-run street gang and the police.

      Eddie knocked a fist against the plastic table and leaned toward the officer who led the group. “So, Rubia. Like I was telling you. This guy. He doesn’t pay his rent on time. And when he does pay, it’s never for the full amount. He’s always going on about how he doesn’t make enough money.”

      Looking bored, Rubia flicked his eyes in Isaac’s direction, as if expecting him to corroborate Eddie’s story. When he remained quiet, Eddie narrowed his eyes.

      “Yeah, what Eddie said. Yet the guy’s always stupid enough to show up in new shoes. Sometimes he’s wearing a gold watch,” Isaac said, trying to act as if he belonged, which he did, or at least he used to. “Hasn’t got enough sense to do a check in front of a mirror before he heads out the door.”

      Another police officer who had thick facial hair covering his jawline and chin gave Isaac the once-over. Before he could say anything about Isaac’s dreadlocks and scruffy clothes, Rubia leaned his beefy arms on the sticky surface of the cheap, plastic table and downed his shot of homemade brew. The stuff was illegal and often toxic, which stopped no one from actually making or consuming it.

      Isaac’s sensitive nose burned from the sharp stench of home brew and despair. At that moment, all he craved was a bowl of cereal and the solitude of his cottage at the Hardinge Estate.

      Rubia smacked the empty glass against the plastic. “We can do a bit of undercover work for your boss.”

      The eagerness in Rubia’s voice made Isaac’s skin crawl as the other two police officers nodded in agreement.

      “Yeah, we’d be happy to have a chat with the deadbeat,” said the officer who had been eyeing Isaac.

      Isaac decided to call him Mr. Beard.

      Eddie smiled. “Asha will be delighted to hear that.” His slightly elongated canines startled the youngest officer, an underfed fellow who’d yet to speak. He stumbled away from the table, hand on his weapon.

      Rubia sneered at him before waving at the bartender for another glass.

      Eddie rubbed his chest again, eyeing the young officer before turning his attention back to Rubia. “After your friends here rough him up, you’ll be the one to respond when the guy calls to complain, right?”

      “Yes, sir.” Rubia gave a mock bow over the refilled glass. “We’ll clean up, all spit shine and polish. If he isn’t too thick, he’ll figure out we’re the ones who visited him previously. That ought to encourage him to turn over a new leaf.”

      “We’ll let him know we’re happy to have another chat with him, should he backslide again.” Mr. Beard slapped his billy club against the palm of his left hand, as if he were eager to get to the task at hand.

      Isaac dropped his eyes. He knew this was the way things worked in Nairobi, but it no longer sat well with him. None of this—being in the Bat’s Brew with Eddie, plotting to undermine some poor guy’s faith in the police force—was what he wanted anymore.

      What are you doing here, man? You promised King you wouldn’t hang around with these losers anymore.

      Isaac shrugged, but only in his head. It wouldn’t do to let Eddie and the others know about his change of heart. He wanted to go straight, he really did, but leaving a gang was not an easy thing to do. Especially this gang. He’d gone in too far with them, made himself nearly indispensable with his exceptional talent at breaking and entering. Now he wanted to grow up, and it was hard.

      “Hey.” Eddie gave him a nudge. “You still with us?”

      Isaac smiled and nodded, not sure if he’d missed anything. “Yeah.” He looked at the gang of police officers and squared his shoulders. “When do you go in?”

      “Don’t you mean, ‘When do we go in?’” Mr. Beard asked, his snarl almost lion-worthy.

      Isaac scoffed at the officer’s attempt to intimidate him. Asha, the queen of the Nairobi hyenas, might scare his brain cells into not functioning, but this human? Not even close. “Nope. Me, I’m not needed for this job. You guys can handle it. The locks on the apartment door yield quite nicely to gentle persuasion. Getting them fixed will give the guy something to think about.”

      All three officers were studying him now. Maybe he was just a bit smarter than they figured. Isaac dug his hands into his pockets and the toe of one boot into the hard, dirt floor and grinned. “It was just an idea.”

      Rubia waved a hand at him, dismissing him from the meeting. After all, if he wasn’t going with them, then he didn’t need to know any of the details.

      “Tell Asha she’ll be receiving her rent in full by the first of the month.” Rubia clapped a heavy hand against Eddie’s back, squared his shoulder and led his team out of the illicit bar.

      A moment later, Eddie and Isaac were alone, facing each other over the rickety table in a ramshackle structure made of sheet metal, nails and luck.

      Eddie narrowed his eyes and sneered. “What’s wrong with you, man?”

      Me, I’m loving the love, Isaac thought, a heaviness descending around him like a lead cloak. “Nothin’, bro’.” He shrugged. “You know I don’t like hanging with the uniforms, and they really don’t need me. Why get tangled up in a petty job like this when there are so many decent locks out there, calling my name?”

      Eddie gave him a look but didn’t pursue the subject.

      Isaac nearly sighed with relief except silence was his best option right then. He knew when Eddie let something drop, he stopped thinking about it and therefore wouldn’t report Isaac’s inattention to Asha.

      “Okay, man, we’re done here.” Eddie stood up and surveyed their surroundings. “Hang loose.”

      Isaac watched the Shifter swagger through the crowded, dimly lit bar. Before he’d taken three steps, two more hyenas appeared from the shadows, one at each shoulder. They ignored Isaac.

      Shaking his head, Isaac waited. He wasn’t going to turn his back on those guys. When they exited the building, he leaned against his plastic chair, unwilling to venture out into the slum of Kibera until he was sure the hyenas weren’t around.

      He wanted to quit. He really did. But more than the burning desire to be on the right side of the law was something else; he needed money or a job, preferably both. Except no one in Nairobi needed or wanted him. The logical alternative was to start his own business, except logic wasn’t always easy.

      Setting up a business was a challenge in Nairobi. Just getting the license and registration took forever in the corrupt system, and he didn’t want to ask his brothers for help. Call it pride or stupidity—probably stupidity—Isaac wanted to do this by himself. Otherwise, going to them with his tail between his legs just reinforced their belief that their youngest brother was incapable of doing anything good on his own.

      He’d mentioned his interest in business only to Tiger, who was the one member of the Pride he felt didn’t judge him.

      “Why not work for Ezekiel?” she’d suggested, referring to her mate and one of his four brothers. “You don’t have to be a craftsman. There are probably lots of other things that you can do.”

      Isaac thanked her but winced at the thought of sweeping up wood shavings. After so many years under Asha and her gang, he hated the idea of being someone else’s employee. Of course, there were other reasons he refused to approach Tiger about helping out with her event planning business or Emma about working at The Cozy Tea Shoppe.

      But working for one of his brothers? Out of the question.

      The real problem here, my man, is you didn't study anything except how to let yourself into places you aren’t supposed to be. Heck, you didn’t even finish secondary school.

      Isaac pushed his chair away from the table and exited the bar. Without having any real destination in mind, he started meandering along the narrow pathways crisscrossing the slum.

      That may be true, he mentally retorted to the nasty voice picking on him. But at least I’ll never be locked out of my home if I lose a key.

      The thought pushed through the gloom in his head and made him smile. Several women did a double take, and one whistled and waved at him. Despite the dreads and shabby clothing, Isaac was a good-looking guy, especially when he smiled.

      His cares almost forgotten, he returned the appreciative looks the women gave him with a cocky grin and headed back to the estate. The meeting he’d dreaded was over, no one had died, and he had all his fingers attached. Life was looking good. What could possibly go wrong?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            Isaac

          

        

      

    

    
      The problem with happiness is it doesn’t last long.

      At least, that was Isaac’s opinion, and events seemed to be proving him right.

      As he sauntered under the stone archway marking the entrance to the Hardinge Estate, Isaac’s cell phone chimed with a funeral song. It was the ringtone he’d chosen for the hyena queen, a fitting choice indeed. He sighed, wrenched his thoughts away from his plan to raid the kitchen, and swiped the answer icon.

      “Isaac,” Asha purred. It was an unnatural sound for a hyena. However, for a female of any species, it was most effective unless you knew better.

      Isaac shook his head. The charm had worn thin a while ago. “Yes, my queen,” he said through gritted teeth.

      He hated to use the term when addressing her, especially now that King had mated. Emma was his real queen, a worthy woman to follow and obey. Asha knew it, which is probably why she insisted he address her with the title.

      “Isaac, my darling cat,” she said in that sultry tone he despised. “I miss you. Come see me.” When he hesitated, she added in a singsong voice, “I have a job for you.”

      He gave himself a moment to get over how her voice made his skin crawl. Swallowing the growl that formed in his throat, he nodded at the line of old trees bordering the driveway. “Yes, my queen.”

      Disgusted as much with himself as with her, he hung up, turned his back on the estate and marched along the rough dirt track to the main road where he flagged down a boda boda. Taking one look at Isaac’s scowl, the driver of the motorcycle remained quiet and merely nodded to indicate he understood the destination.

      The trip from the outskirts of Nairobi to the hyena lair in Westlands was a blur. Someone must have told the guards to expect him because they opened the gate to the heavily fortified compound without hesitation. Feeling more alone than ever, Isaac strode up the driveway and into the house, refusing to dwell on his predicament.

      “Ah, Isaac.” Asha waved to him from where she lounged on a plush chair in the living room.

      It impressed Isaac she even bothered to acknowledge his presence. Usually, she made people wait near the front door. Now, he started to worry. What did she really want? Eddie stood just behind the throne-like chair, his expression blank yet watchful. No clues there. Asha’s cadre of female guards drifted along the edges of the room.

      “I’m thrilled you were able to come so quickly.” Applying another coat of purple lipstick, she dropped the tube onto a side table, dipped a finger in a glass of juice and licked her lips. “I didn’t drag you away from anything important, did I?”

      Yeah, just the rest of my life.

      “Nah.” Isaac focused on her lips and the heavy application of her trademark dark purple lipstick. “Me
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