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      In all the years of her particularly strange line of work, and her particularly strange kind of life, Vee Shankar had always done what was required in order to get the bad guy. But today, she was sure she hovered too close to that line she knew she’d never cross.

      Too close.

      Damned well better be worth the effort.

      Vee leaned against the cool brick of the alley wall, ground her already overly-gritted teeth, and tilted her head a little to allow her companion easier access to the curve of her neck, the kisser providing the best cover as she kept a cold eye on the bar across the street.

      With Kort a regular on this street, distraction was a better choice than destruction. And Vee may still find a use for him in the future. But, one of her biggest discomforts right now was what Syama would think of Vee’s current activities.

      Although thankful for the ever-watchful protection of a four-eyed, four-foot-high, black-as-night hellhound, make-out sessions—fake or real—had never fallen into the appropriate-to-witness box.

      A glance over at the hellhound—currently shrouded by a dense glamor that rendered her invisible to all other eyes, human or otherwise—confirmed that the bitch’s expression was downright judgmental. Vee suppressed a sigh. Making Syama feel better about guard duty for such a distasteful event was going to be a mish.

      She gave the hellhound a warning glare as Kort concentrated on making his way south. Vee’s attention then returned to the entrance of the only establishment on this street still open at the ungodly hour of two in the morning. All the other stores had had the good sense to close up at an hour closer to one deemed not on the straight path to hell.

      Around the corner was another story entirely; Hunts Point in the Bronx, not the place you’d want to spend your free time even in the stark light of day.

      But what did any of the residents of this neck of the woods really know? The dangers they saw were tangible ones, abusive pimps and drug pushers, trading in flesh and suffering. What they didn’t allow themselves to see lay strictly within the shadows.

      Within their nightmares.

      The stakeout was taking its toll on Vee’s bones. The late fall air—already edged with insistent cold—sank right through her fur-lined leather jacket, the icy wet ground seeping its way up into the soles of her boots to settle deep into her bones.

      A recent rain-shower had bathed the street in a film of moisture, dotting the ragged blacktop with luminescent puddles, each tinted a strangely undulating aqueous green. Above the entrance to the bar, neon lights flickered a sickly jade every few seconds, as if they considered their task unworthy.

      The sign for The Lucky Clover went dark for a full two seconds, then struggled to light up again.

      When it finally emerged, returning reluctantly from the place all fluorescent signs went to die, it was on its second wind, brighter than before.

      Blindingly so.

      Pity the sign was missing the “C.”

      Vee gave a silent snort, forcing herself to refrain from shifting away from Kort’s exploring lips. The bar would have to settle for being the only lucky lover around because Kort wasn't going to get any. 

      In fact, it took Vee far too much concentration to prevent herself from shuddering in disgust as he traced a line along the side of her throat. And judging from the sizable interest pressing against her upper thigh, luck had damn well better have her in her sights soon, or the creep was going to end up having a go at her leg.

      He’d be a hot dead mess before he finished, judging by the look in Syama’s eyes. The hellhound rose, took a step forward, the muscles in her massive legs bulging, her obsidian claws clacking against the sidewalk, the sharp sounds a tattoo of gunshots to Vee’s ears.

      Vee shook her head, cringing at the thought. Syama lifted the corner of her upper lip an inch, revealing a hint of a big-ass canine. Then, the hellhound settled back on her haunches, her red-eyed glare underlined by the haughty lift of her dark and pointy chin.

      Sighing with relief, Vee narrowed her eyes as she stared through the front window of the bar, at the interior where shadows danced against the red-glazed glass pane of the double doors, the only entrance to the place this side of the block.

      Around back might have been a better choice, but Vee didn't want to waste time trying to save her wallet, her life, or her honor in that putrid back alley.

      Kort, though, was not going to be easy to get away from. She almost felt sorry for him, stringing him along like that, but he was a means to an end, and certainly didn’t rate high on her list of people whose feelings actually mattered. He knew everything that happened on this street, and getting him to talk had been blessedly easy.

      Galvanized by the insistent roaming of Kort's hands, and the sudden soft growl that threatened to move past the glamor that hid the sound, Vee pushed away from the wall, and steered the seeking fingers back to her waist. Let him figure out what that meant.

      Movement at the corner of her eye drew Vee's attention to the entrance of the bar as thick shadows melded into one dense dark shape which closed in on the doorway. Someone was leaving and Vee prayed it would be Benny. His appearance would mean an excuse to get away from her overly-amorous companion.

      Considering he had to be amorous to make a living, she wasn’t entirely sure why he seemed so into her. She gave a mental shrug and focused on the job.

      At one-thirty that morning, Vee had received a call from her contact that a new shipment was coming in for Cressida Lane—real-estate mogul, class-A bitch, with cojones the size of the state of Texas.

      Cressida had fallen on Vee’s radar as a person of interest. Vee had once done the odd bounty-hunting job for the woman, but since Vee had hooked up with the FBI, Cressida had had little use for Vee’s law enforcement services.

      Either the woman was into the wrong kinda shit, or her problems were becoming far too numerous for her to handle in her own ruthless way.

      Today, word on the street was Cressida had misplaced one of her many employees. The fact that Cress happened to be a Class 2 sorcerer, and that Benny happened to be a low-level rakshasa demon, were two issues that were beside the point.

      The bell above that bar’s door tinkled eerily as Benny pushed it open, and Vee felt a shiver run through her. Not the kind of shiver that made a girl weak in the knees.

      No. This was the kind of rippling that made the pit of her stomach sizzle with toxic heat, that made her ears ring, that made the taste of bloody copper roil in the back of her mouth.

      With a palm to his shoulder, Vee pushed Kort away and dusted herself off.

      Syama got to her feet and clacked her way closer to stand at Vee’s side.

      “That’s enough for tonight.” Vee kept her voice cold, uninterested, and met his eyes head-on.

      “But—” Kort protested, curving full lips and giving her a slight flutter of incredibly long lashes. Still, it was obvious that he made every effort not to look her in the eye.

      “Sorry, buddy. That’s all I paid for.” She gave him an apologetic shrug and stared hard at him until he took a few uncertain steps away, and then melted into the shadows.

      Satisfied that he wasn’t about to come screeching at her like the demon he was, Vee strode across the street, with her hellhound at her side. She’d paid for more than that, but having a word with an ex-employee of the underworld queen would mean evidence enough to put the woman away.

      Vee stepped onto the wet sidewalk and followed Benny, keeping a good ten yards between them as he headed toward the corner. As he passed a street lamp, he glanced quickly over his shoulder, and Vee glimpsed dark eyebrows, a wide nose, and black eyes. When he took a sudden left into a dark alley, she knew he was onto her.

      Syama paused at the mouth of the alley, standing guard as Vee walked unfaltering into the shadow-ridden depths. Leaving the only source of light behind, Vee slipped a hand into her satchel, and withdrew a metal ball the size of a small orange.

      She pressed a little red button and tossed the silver sphere into the alley, all the while not missing a step. Black night had swallowed most of the length of the narrow backstreet but Vee didn’t need light. Not when she had a special kind of sorcerer-science on her side.

      As the ball flew through the air it began to emit a soft beep, an alarm that increased steadily as it sailed through the shadows. The sphere hit the ground with a metallic clink, the sound almost drowned out by the beeps which had morphed into one long insistent scream.

      Vee automatically held her breath as the metal covering of the ball snapped open, four sections falling away like the peel of a quartered orange. Tendrils of pale gray smoke snaked into the darkness and Vee waited.

      A soft grunt echoed from down the alley toward Vee and she gave a satisfied smirk. Without hesitation she strode into the darkness and smiled as she came upon Benny. He was scowling hard, his eyes now burning a bright red as he glared at her, but for all his fury he didn’t dare move a hair on his head.

      Benny stood motionless, surrounded by a sphere of tiny metallic darts that hovered in place. Each deadly sharp point gleamed in the weak light drifting into the alley from a distant street lamp, an air of almost tangible menace around them.

      “What do you want with me?” he asked as he glanced nervously at the barrier of threatening darts. He leaned forward, putting his weight on his toes, as if he was considering making a run for it. “And what the hell did you just do to me?”

      “I suggest you don’t struggle. Or run. The more you fight, the smaller the safe bubble will get. Too much movement and poof, you go right back down to where you came from.”

      “No.”

      Benny’s outcry was so filled with anguish that Vee actually found herself affected for a moment, especially when his sneakered feet went slack. Affected only for a very brief moment, though.

      Then she reminded herself that it was irrelevant how she felt. She had a job to do.

      “Look, Benny. It’s best for everyone if you just come quietly. That little silver sphere around you contains nanites. You know what nanites are, Benny?” Vee tipped her head as she watched his face, waiting for an answer.

      He gave a hesitant nod, then said, “Yeah. Sure, I know what nanites are. Tiny metal bug thingies. It’s called science fiction.” He lifted his chin, staring at her, a belligerent look in his eyes.

      Vee shook her head slowly. “Unfortunately for you, Benny, nanites are a science fact where I am concerned, and the ones hovering around you now are programmed to destroy your specific blood type.”

      He scoffed, his fingers closing slowly around the edges of his faded denim jacket, but his gaze jerked back and forth between Vee’s face and the hundreds of metal darts aimed at his body. “I’m O-positive,” he said, lifting his chin as he cleared his throat and scanned the gray barrier.

      Vee laughed softly, the sound eaten by the night as she stepped closer to him. “Don’t you mean O-positive rakshasa, Benny?”

      Benny’s eyes widened as he stared at Vee, as realization slowly dawned on him. “No,” he whispered, the skin on his face growing pasty, taking on a deathly pallor. “You’re going to take me back to her, aren’t you?”

      Vee shrugged lightly, then moved closer.

      Benny began to struggle, his eyes growing round and petrified. The gray sphere made a sound like a soft metal gong. Then Benny let out a high-pitched shriek as the hundreds of tiny needles sprang forward, closing in on the demon, emitting a sound like a thousand swords being drawn from their sheaths. The needles shivered as if they desperately wanted to be one with demonskin, and the expression on Benny’s face said he knew as much.

      Fear was beginning to mess with Benny, so much so that he seemed to be losing his glamor. The outer skin of a well-built dark-haired guy, who’d pass for the average white male if you came across him on the streets of New York, shivered, growing translucent enough for Vee to see beyond it.

      She suppressed a shudder. Rakshasas were the ugliest kind of demons. With their deep red skin and deadly sharp teeth, they were literally the stuff of nightmares. The only problem was their annoying ability to create some of the most attractive glamors.

      Vee lifted her forefinger and wagged it at him, shaking her head while clicking her tongue softly. “Now, now, Benny. Those nanites don’t like you jumping around like that. The more you struggle, the more excited those little guys will get and who knows, some of them may decide it’s party time and head over to those little demon cells inside your body. And I know you don’t want that.”

      The roughly-spiked black hair on Benny’s skull began to shiver as he started to give his head a responding negative shake, then thought better of it and froze. “I’d rather die than go back to her. You have no idea what she is.”

      Vee hesitated for a moment. She knew Cress well enough, probably the same as anyone else did who knew what she really was. There weren’t that many sorcerers in New York who could summon a rakshasa with the curl of a finger. The woman’s reputation preceded her all too well.

      Vee cleared her throat. “I know exactly what she is. You should know you can’t go AWOL with unpaid debt.” Let him stew on that. Vee hoped she’d be able to get on Benny’s good side long enough to obtain the information she’d come for.

      Benny let out a harsh laugh but it only ended up sounding pathetically sad. “With Cressida, there’s no such thing as being paid up. You have no idea what we have to put up with. It’s slavery, is what it is. A life-sentence.” His eyes filmed over, now gleaming with what looked suspiciously like tears as he pleaded with her.

      And Vee felt her stomach tighten. The guy certainly seemed to think he didn’t belong back with Cressida. Vee frowned and wondered if there was more to the sorcerer than Vee already knew. She was well aware that there was more going on beneath the banner of Lane’s demon-outreach program, but what else could Cressida’s secret be?

      Bringing demons up from the underworld who want to live a normal life on the human plane was easy enough to accept as long as the creatures behaved themselves, but taking advantage of them, enslaving them, was not something either gods or humans would turn a blind eye to.

      As Vee took a long breath, needing a moment to figure it out, her phone began to beep, the pattern indicating an incoming text. That special ringtone to denote one specific person.

      “Perfect timing,” she grumbled as she dug into her pocket for the cell. She glanced up at Benny and held out the forefinger again. “I won’t be a moment. Don’t go anywhere.”

      Vee glanced at the phone, read the message and suppressed another expletive as she dialed her boss, Assistant Director Anthony Rossi, her supervisor at the agency. Vee’s investigation into Cressida was going to have to wait.

      Vee tapped her foot.

      “Yes.” Rossi was always all business.

      “We have another body, Sir. Karan just messaged. I’ve texted you the address.” Vee blinked as her phone buzzed again, announcing another message.

      Rossi’s voice was a rich baritone, classy just like the man. “When?” he was asking, his tone indicating he already knew the answer.

      “Yesterday,” came Vee’s crisp response, glancing at the latest text scrolling at the top of her screen. “And, Monroe just messaged.”

      Karan, her contact who provided her with what often seemed suspiciously like insider information, didn’t like wasting time. Vee didn’t mind jumping when he said jump, but only because he’d been bringing her cases which had impressed Rossi as well.

      Now, with Karan’s info, Vee just hoped they’d be able to solve the latest killing spree haunting the city.

      She slid the phone back into her pocket and slipped a tiny remote control panel out. She faced the demon and pressed the button. “Looks like it’s your lucky day, Benny,” she said, as the sphere of silver darts gave a metallic groan before disintegrating into an iridescent cloud of fine shards.

      The nanites turned into a gray amorphous cloud, and drifted toward the open ball, where the four sections closed, sucking up the swarm with a soft whoosh.

      Vee crouched and reached for the small globe, feeling the weight of it in her palm. She glanced over at the demon who stood shivering before her. “What are you waiting for, Benny?” she asked. Then she smiled and said, “Go.”

      And he ran.
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      Humanity had a lot to answer for. Today, the crime was murder.

      As far as Karan was concerned, murder was just fine with him as long as they killed each other. But he took umbrage when humans killed using the name of a god as justification, as reason.

      Perhaps a thousand years ago, such an act would have been acceptable. But not today. Not in this strange, technological, politically-correct world.

      Karan shook his head and glanced at the device in his palm. The tablet was both phone and computer, enabling him to communicate across the globe using technology. There had once been a time when a simple thought had been sufficient to send a message to a worshipper. Sadly, humans today had lost the ability to commune with the gods.

      Besides, Karan wasn’t sure he’d want to commune with them anymore. The more he saw of them the more certain he became. And yet, one human girl seemed to walk in the face of that opinion every chance she got.

      Vaishnavi Shankar was full of spirit. He could see her as a goddess, filled with fire and passion—the very reason he’d contacted her. She was both soldier and puppet.

      He smiled. Now, what would she think of that truth?

      Karan focused on the device and watched words appear on the screen. He squinted angrily. Another death, the circumstances of this murder too similar to last week’s to be unrelated. He’d need to bring the girl in again and was beginning to consider that his relationship with her may morph into something more permanent. This was not woman’s work, but He had suggested she’d work out well.

      He.

      He’d lost so much power already, and yet He still believed in them. Humanity and their pitiful offerings. But, where the girl was concerned, Karan could see what had impressed the Gods. Her power, courtesy of her Apsara bloodline, was in full force. That the gods had willingly blessed her thus far, with access to them, with magical protection and with the hellhound, was enough to ensure Karan remained comfortable using her.

      He used the device to send her a text message, knowing she’d pass that information straight to her supervisor at the FBI.

      Karan moved to stand in front of the picture window.

      New York was a simmering contingent of lives, all ebbing and flowing within each other. Where humans saw blinking lights on a glowing skyline, gods saw flickering specks of life-forces, melding together to form dense nexuses of power.

      Karan inhaled sharply, and watched as lightning flickered across the sky, a white electric bolt that was sufficient message.

      Humans could no longer sit back and watch as the gods strived to save them. It was time humanity rose to their feet and battled at the gods’ side.

      That was the only way the gods would ever be free.
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      A glance at her watch informed Vee that it was just after three in the morning. Having a hellhound was very useful. They happened to also have a cool ability—instant transport over long distances. Thankfully, they could take passengers.

      Hunts Point to Lower Manhattan was a quick jump, and Vee had to concentrate on arriving on a street about three blocks from the scene so Syama could see it well enough to transport them to the right place. The last thing she needed was to make an out-of-this-world arrival inside a murder scene.

      Rossi preferred Vee keep things as normal as possible. Their arm of the FBI was top secret and off-the-books, considering most people lacked respect for paranormal activity and magic.

      The hellhound kept close to Vee as she hurried across the deserted street, giving the black sky a glare. With the crime scene probably teeming with cops, not to mention those out trolling the neighborhood, Vee had to arrive far enough away that they wouldn’t be seen popping out of thin air.

      The night of the new moon was always one in which the evil and the demonic stirred, creeping in the shadows, waiting to pounce on the unsuspecting.

      Legend said that without the light of the benevolent moon goddess Chandini, evil is left to run rampant, to plague the lives of the innocent, and the not-so-innocent humans.

      Vee gritted her teeth. They won’t run rampant. Not if she could help it.

      She jogged through the labyrinth of the night-drenched streets of Manhattan, familiar enough with the dangers to keep a wary eye over her shoulder despite her hellhound companion’s presence.

      Vee passed an elderly silver-haired man, wrapped in a tattered tweed coat, buttoned to his chin to ward against the wintry edge of the late fall night. The man gave her a suspicious glance, then when he’d ascertained she was neither a danger, nor about to solicit him, he gave her a short nod and passed her by. She couldn’t help but wonder who he was, a baker or a shop-owner, no doubt closing up late and heading home. Just another ignorant human.

      Ignorant, but happily so.

      Knowledge didn’t necessarily imply joy and happiness.

      Vee glanced over her shoulder and watched as the hunched shape of the old man disappeared around the corner, muttering a blessing that he’d be safe as he walked the streets.

      She tugged her jacket closer as she reached the road that was her destination, thankful for the fur lining that kept her warm. The red lights of a police cruiser danced upon the surface of the wet blacktop, casting a bloody glow onto the walls of the surrounding buildings.

      A cordon of yellow police tape marked the crime scene, and as Vee walked toward it she pulled out her shield and flashed it at the cop. The man’s eyebrows rose in surprise as he looked her over, then he tilted his head in the direction of the alley, giving her permission to enter. She looked far younger than her twenty-six years, and her hair, now drawn back into a smooth ponytail, surely added to her youthful look.

      But she didn’t acknowledge him, just stalked off and ducked beneath the crime scene tape with Syama in tow. The bodyguard hellhound came to a halt at the entrance to the alley, having learned from previous crime scenes to keep as far back as was possible without leaving Vee in any significant danger.

      A couple of crime scene techs hovered a few meters from a body lying face up on the ground. They stared impatiently at the two detectives standing beside the dead woman. A lone light cast a mean glow on the scene, probably one of those motion sensitive ones people used to scare off potential thieves.

      The light hadn’t done anything to deter the murderer though, and as Vee closed in on the body she sighed. This was going to be a hard one. The scene was out in the open, and there was no telling if the rain had fallen before, or after, the killing.

      She studied the two cops whose attention shifted to Vee as she walked toward them. The tall portly male was the Chief of Police, Harrison Clyde, a man who was seen to give Vee a longer rope than any of his cops. Probably the reason for the look of animosity his companion gave Vee. The redheaded woman, Andrea Monroe, was Clyde’s most valued detective, and would rival Cressida for the size of her cojones.

      Monroe’s eyes narrowed as Vee stopped beside the corpse. “What took you so long?” asked the detective, making no attempt to temper the sharpness of her tone. She was dressed in black jeans and a tan leather jacket, much the same as Vee, only Monroe had had the sense to throw on a warm overcoat before waltzing around in the cold. Her green eyes gleamed as she studied Vee, waiting for an answer.

      “Had to walk, Monroe. I was a few blocks away.” Vee gave the detective a mild smile, paying no attention to the older woman’s disgruntled bearing.

      Chief Clyde nodded his greeting. “Hope we didn’t take you away from anything important.” His expression was expectant, as if with Vee’s arrival he hoped to close the case before the sun rose.

      “Nothing as important as this, Chief.” Clyde was the only man in the NY police department who really believed Vee had something to offer. Whether it was his relationship to Rossi or Vee’s track record, she wasn’t sure. Either way, she was happy to have at least one person who took her seriously, especially when she had the prickly Det Monroe to deal with.

      Clyde beamed at her, his cheeks shining as he asked, “What do you need?” He was never one for beating around the bush.

      Vee scanned the alley and glanced back at the corpse. “I’ll need everyone to step away from the scene, at least ten feet back.” Vee studied the body, barely paying attention to Monroe as the detective grumbled something unintelligible and moved off. With the Chief guiding her away, the woman had little choice. And for that Vee was most grateful.

      The hardest part of her job was taking shit from other women. And though Vee could only admire Monroe’s achievements, the detective never failed to get under her skin. For now, Vee put the antagonistic woman out of her mind, and studied the body.

      The victim appeared to be in her early twenties, although in most cases these girls tended to be much younger, layers of caked-on makeup hiding their youth. She lay flat on her back, her eyes open, staring at the charcoal sky, her expression frozen in stark horror. Thick raven hair fanned out around her head, dark locks tentacling out in a morbid halo. The black wig sat askew, half-unpinned to reveal pale blonde hair flattened against her skull.

      The girl wore a shimmering white silk blouse—very classy—with a hot pink bra beneath. Whatever sexiness she meant to portray was hidden by the large red stain on the front of the blouse, the sodden fabric ripped in three long slashes, torn red flesh glistening wetly within the jagged edges of ripped silk.

      Vee paid attention to the tiny leather skirt, the discarded crocodile skin bag, and the designer shoes. The girl’s clothing hinted at high-class escort as opposed to red-light district lady of the night.

      But, none of the girl’s clothing mattered. And from what Vee could see so far, neither did the girl’s profession—high class or not. Whoever killed her hadn’t done it for any sexually-related reason.

      After studying the scene, then taking note of the blood-spatter patterns along both the walls, Vee stepped about five feet from the body and took a deep breath. Keeping her back to the cops, she drew energy from the center of her being and closed her eyes, allowing the elements around her to awaken, coaxing them to reveal themselves more clearly. Until now, she had only been able to detect a faded shimmer.

      Things will soon become clearer.
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      Vee opened her eyes to a scene vastly different from the dark and shadow-filled alley of moments ago. Dozens of images surrounded the body, shapes of innumerable shades of light. They resembled multicolored infrared images, but they were the residual imprints left behind by the previous occupants of the narrow alley, images caught in the ether, that went back for at least two days. Sometimes they lasted longer, depending on the auras of their owners—depression, grief, and tension provided a boost to their aural residue, which made them linger.

      It wasn’t a surprise that sensitives—humans who felt auras as opposed to seeing them—were often drained of their energies. Humans were naturally parasitic where energy was concerned, feeding off each other almost constantly, depending on their needs.

      Vee took a few moments tocscan through the images one by one, zoning them out according to the freshness of the imprint. The strength of the imprints left behind by those who’d visited the scene fluctuated according to their age, allowing Vee to filter out the ones from earlier in the day, leaving behind only the images from the last few—more pertinent—hours.

      Sifting through the auras, Vee moved past the young man who’d come to throw out the trash, the two men who’d used the alley as a toilet stop, the hooded figure and a young prep-school kid exchanging something, their actions furtive even in the shadows of the alleyway. Many of their faces were clear enough to identify—while others, with their profiles hidden by hoods and caps—were not so easy to see.

      At last, Vee was able to zone in on the images of a handful of people, the four most recent ones, their glows strong in the darkness. Vee moved around, circling the body, studying the trail of feedback imprints leading away from it. Each trail was made up of multiple imprints overlapping each other as each person moved into, and out of, the alley.

      Vee looked down at the girl again, now easily identifying the shimmering orange that was the residue of the dead woman’s life-force. She tracked the girl’s movements, backward from the body until they reached the street. Then she studied the three other residual imprints, quickly determining that one belonged to a man, who’d come to the body after the girl had died. His head was covered in a hoodie, his movements were jumpy as he looked over his shoulder—probably a junkie. He’d scrambled around the corpse, perhaps looking for something to steal. He’d left empty-handed.

      Only two imprints left. As she honed in on one of them, Vee stiffened and let out a shocked breath. For a moment, she was certain the residual feedback appeared to belong to a man with the head of a lion.

      Vee shook her head, then took a few breaths to steady herself before studying the image again. She concentrated harder but now the imprint seemed to have faded away, as if she’d merely hallucinated the feline features.

      Stiffening her spine, she focused on the energies left by the man she’d imagined as half a lion. She followed the trail and frowned as she watched the images flow.

      The robed, hooded figure closed in on the girl, stalking her, using the shadows to hide his approach. He drew alongside her, and her eyes widened as she turned, some noise, or a shifting of the air, alerting her to company.

      Her mouth opened, fear ripping within her aura, as he raised his hand and slashed her abdomen open before stepping back and watching her fall to the ground and bleed out.

      He’d given no warning, offered no escape.

      Getting closer, Vee studied the series of images again, trying to ascertain what type of weapon was used, but for all her concentration, she was unable to clearly see the man’s hand.

      Bad sign.

      She tried to push away her frustration as she studied the remaining imprint. While the killer had sliced the girl open, another robed man had watched from a few feet away, his face hidden by a hood. The problem with residual feedback was material objects also left behind their mark, and when the material was close to the skin, the imprint could become distorted.

      Vee watched as the killer withdrew something from his pocket, then leaned toward the body, placing the object below the wound. With his back to her, he shielded his actions, and Vee walked around to the other side. He collected blood in a small box, perhaps a jar or a container, before closing the lid.

      The image of the watcher was a dark red, an almost luminous shade of ruby. He’d stood by and watched, only moving when the killer stepped toward him and fell to his knees, remaining bowed until the man lay a hand on the supplicant’s head.

      Then the killer rose, head still bowed, as the watcher moved past him toward the dead girl. A gilded aura flickered around him now, and he bent closer to the girl, pressing his curved fingers to just below her breastbone.

      Sound wasn’t recorded in aural imprints, and Vee could only observe as the second man placed his hand on the girl’s chest. He bent closer for a moment, then withdrew something that filled the palm of his hand.

      Vee swallowed hard, her heart thrumming as she guessed as to what the killer now held, still warm and dripping blood. The supplicant came forward and held out a small box, and the watcher-turned-mutilator dropped his burden into the box.

      Then both men left the alley together.

      Vee swallowed hard, feeling fatigue take her over. The problem with studying residual feedback was she had to use a part of her mind that still needed exercising. As much as she’d previously practiced her aura reading, the intensity of the effort still reduced her muscles to a flubbering mess, which was never a good thing when facing cops who wanted answers.

      Stiffening her muscles, Vee turned and waved Clyde and Monroe forward. “Well?” asked Monroe as she drew alongside Vee, her gaze unwavering.

      Vee exhaled slowly. “There was one killer, and one bystander . . . he stood over there, watching.” Vee pointed to the spot six feet back beside a dumpster where the robed observer had stood, fully aware that her description must seem far-fetched.

      She narrowed her gaze at the spot where he’d stood, then caught a glimpse of gleaming red on the corner of the dumpster. She sent up a silent prayer and said, “Tell the techs to check the corner of that dumpster, I think there’s a fiber caught on the rough edge, probably threads from his clothing.”

      Monroe gave a begrudging nod before raising her eyebrow. What else?

      Vee crouched beside the dead girl. “This wasn’t a sexual predator. He didn’t molest her in any way. He followed her in from the street, then attacked without warning. No defensive wounds; she was taken by surprise, probably thinking he was a potential customer. Three identical cuts across the abdomen. I’m thinking some kind of ritual killing, maybe a rite of passage if you take the watcher into account. He used some sort of receptacle to collect her blood. And he did something else to her, I couldn’t see what.” She pointed at the girl’s chest. “Have the coroner check for missing organs.”

      Vee didn’t want to go into further detail and confirm the removal of the heart. Monroe had watched her every move while she’d worked and she hadn’t so much as touched the body, which would leave the detective wondering how the hell she knew the heart was gone in the first place.

      Nor could she find a reasonable way to confirm that the observer had removed the heart. How would Vee explain that from merely reading the crime scene?

      “They slashed her, took their bloody prizes and then left her to bleed out.” Vee studied the wet ground surrounding the body, grateful to find half of a bloody footprint a few inches from Monroe’s shoe. She pointed to it and said, “Watch where you step, Monroe. The perp was kind enough to leave a footprint.”

      Monroe glanced down and took a sudden step back. She gave Vee a heated glare, as if she held Vee responsible for the detective having almost stepped on the evidence.

      Rising to her feet, Vee gave the scene one more scan, deciding there was nothing else she was willing to share with the cops, especially not her vision of the lion man. Admitting what she’d thought she’d seen would surely get her ass kicked off her consultant’s role, FBI notwithstanding.

      “So let me know if you need anything else,” Vee said, taking a step away, relinquishing the scene to the cops and the techs. “I’ll go back to the morgue with Dr. Feldman.”

      With that Vee said her goodbyes, leaving Clyde with a promise to keep him and Monroe up to speed if she uncovered anything further. She managed to keep on her feet as she made her way to the open doors of the coroner’s van where she found Max Feldman, bent over a box of rubber gloves.

      “Hey,” she said as she collapsed beside him.

      He rewarded her with a pat on the shoulder with a gloved hand that left a shadow of powder on her coat. “You look fatigued, my dear. Why don’t you wait here while Jo and I wrangle the body away from Andrea?”

      Vee nodded gratefully, wondering what she would have done if he hadn’t offered. No doubt she would have stayed where she was anyway. She was too exhausted to even think about moving.

      “Could I get a ride back with you?” Vee asked.

      Max nodded, grabbing his medical bag as he hurried away. “I won’t be long,” he said with a wink.

      Then he was gone, disappearing amidst the organized mayhem of the crime scene. Vee gathered her strength as she watched lightbulbs flash, and the techs efficiently catalog the scene, trying hard not to fall asleep.
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      The god Brahma paced the off-white tiles of the patio floor.

      His fingers were laced behind his back, his head down, eyebrows scrunched in a twisted frown as he walked back and forth along the edge of a pool that sparkled with water so azure-blue it was almost painful to the eye.

      His long hand-woven dress-coat swished around his knees and he flinched as the collar bit into his neck. The warmth of the evening only increased his discomfort.

      At home, he’d have suffered none of these earthly effects, but gods out of heaven were also at the mercy of the sufferings borne by humanity. And heat was one of them.

      Risha, younger half-sister to the goddess Durga, sighed and shifted on the lounger at Brahma’s left, lifting an elegant and glistening hand to resettle her giant-sized sunglasses on her face.

      “I’m still not sure why you’re so worried. Things will resolve themselves. They always do.” Her voice was husky as she spoke, her lips pursing distastefully. “It’s not as if we need to involve ourselves with the humans. Let them solve their own problems.”

      Brahma paused in his pacing, stopped and turned his gaze toward the goddess. She lay sunning herself on the lounger, the white fabric of her bathing dress a glaring contrast to her dark bronze skin. She’d be in trouble soon enough with her sisters, being one of the few gods who felt the need to immerse themselves in human activities and yet still remain far removed from them.

      He shook his head. “You are tempting fate lying there in the sunshine. Have you not heard of the sun’s rays? And of cancer?”

      Brahma found that the goddess, like so many minor gods, thumbed her nose at deific propriety all too often. Her behavior had begun to resemble that of the humans who now wallowed in sin.

      Not that Brahma was a prude, but one had to retain some sense of morality—god, demon or human.

      Risha snorted, bringing herself up onto an elbow while lifting her glasses off her face so Brahma could better see the disgust in her eyes. “Why would I believe that hogwash? Do you really think Surya is going to harm me with sunshine?”

      Brahma opened his mouth, a brisk response hovering on the tip of his tongue. Then he thought better of it.

      He began his pacing again, leaving Risha to sniff and return to her basking. Let her burn to a crisp, he thought. Why should I care? It isn’t as if she is going to die anytime soon.

      Just when his thoughts turned to the morose, the sound of footsteps drew his gaze to the patio. His man, Gopal, hurried outside, his eyes scrunching against the glare of the island’s tropical sunshine.

      The house was a sprawling mansion, sitting a few yards from the dunes and the shoreline. The entire stretch of beach for two miles either way up and down the coast was owned by the earth-based company set up by Brahma and Shiva before Shiva had made his sudden departure. Brahma had to wonder if his brother had planned his departure before he’d insisted on providing for the pantheon financially.

      Not that money was an issue; just that Shiva and Brahma had both agreed that existence on the earthly plane required they have legitimacy, either in identity or in source of income and property possession.

      Gopal hurried to Brahma’s side, the man’s steps short and hurried. He always seemed to be scurrying off somewhere, focused, determined, possessing the kind of single-mindedness lacking in so many of the pantheon who’d survived its destruction.

      “They are all here, my Lord.” Gopal bowed low and Brahma stared at the shiny bald crown at the top of the man’s head.

      Gopal is aging too fast, he thought, again struck with a blast of powerlessness. At a time, years in the past, Brahma could have easily bestowed immortality upon the man, if only to halt the aging process.

      But the dispensing of those boons had come to a halt, their laws adjusting after one too many recipients had taken advantage of their gifts and turned bad.

      The problem with humans was they often acted out of selfishness, even when the acts they performed were selfless and charitable. And no matter the act, the intentions propelling them were far more important.

      In the past, the gods had made terrible mistakes, granting many a boon to the undeserving.

      Brahma focused then nodded, and Gopal turned and scurried away. The man, unlike Risha, disliked the sunlight. Perhaps he possessed some of the healthy respect that humans had for the dangers of Surya’s light. Brahma turned on his heel and followed the man inside.

      Gopal was half god-half demon, a lower-level asura who’d been in Brahma’s service since he’d been abandoned by his mother. She’d realized her mistake too late, that there were dangers in indulging in relationships with the Asuras, that the consequences were multiple and varied.

      Brahma shook his head again as he slid from the warmth of the sun to the cool, conditioned air of the house.

      He followed in Gopal’s wake as the man led him to the boardroom from which emanated the hum of conversation. The god steeled himself, preparing to face his board. They were not going to like what he had to say.

      Gopal threw open the double doors and stood aside like a sentry as Brahma entered and headed to the main table. The boardroom was a large square hall, a massive circular stone table taking center stage. The left wall of the room consisted of a long row of glass patio doors that led out onto a deep balcony, giving onto a view of the churning oceans of the East coast of the island.

      A dozen gods sat waiting for him, all eyes turning as he entered the room and strode to his seat. He’d deliberately chosen a round table with no obvious head, in the hope of placating the few there who didn’t appreciate his authority.

      In his brother’s absence, Brahma was forced to retain sole control over the board, and he desperately hoped Shiva would return soon. At least before the end, so the gods had some form of power at their disposal. With Shiva gone, the demon horde, long imprisoned within Patala and Naraka, now threatened to escape the prison of the underworld, to spill into the human plane.

      And they were making inroads in a thousand different ways.

      Only the actions of the gods had so far helped to ensure the demonic horde didn’t flood the world in one bloodthirsty tsunami.

      Brahma took his seat, facing the view beyond the windows. Perhaps the beauty of it would help him retain a semblance of calm through this meeting.

      As he faced his board, the ancient war goddess Begtse tipped her red head in greeting. One of the wisest—and most dangerous—of the gathered group, Brahma often sought her counsel on war matters. Like Buddha Vajradhara, she sat on the council as advisor more than anything else.

      For which Brahma was extremely grateful. Too many of the gods were losing their power, and it seemed nothing they had done, or were currently doing, was helping regain their influence and their believers.

      Brahma bowed to the gathering, receiving a chorus of murmured greetings in return. He cleared his throat. “I apologize for this sudden meeting. It is a matter of some urgency, and as we have all agreed, transparency is the key to our success.” Brahma shifted in the seat, feeling the confines of the chair as if it were a cobra, its coils closing around his chest to strangle the very breath from him.

      He pushed to his feet and began to pace. “The situation is far worse than we’d initially expected. The gods that have disappeared . . . they have lost their powers to their jailers.”

      “Do we know who took them?” asked Vajradhara softly, red-fire eyes a contrast to his deep blue skin.

      The Buddha gave off an air of calm, which Brahma willingly soaked in. Then, Brahma shook his head. “I wish it were as simple a matter as having been taken.” Brahma felt despair tease at his strength. The age of Kaliyuga was upon them. Their power as gods was at its weakest. In this age, the power was, in fact, in the favor of both demon and human, and there wasn’t anything they could do about it without pushing things into an ever more uneven keel.

      “I don’t understand,” said Begtse, her dark skin gleaming like the shimmering surface of liquid obsidian. “Why can’t we just go down and fix it?”

      Brahma shook his head sadly. “I wish we could. There was a time when we could have done so, and succeeded well. But Kaliyug has a sway we cannot fight. We are powerless.”

      “Not powerless.” Kali watched Brahma, her dark eyes swirling with fire.

      Her almond eyes were kind as she smiled and tucked her ebony hair around her ear and away from her face. She leaned toward Brahman, her tanned complexion deepening to blue-black.

      With a firm shake of her head, she said, “Less in power. But not powerless.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Brahma acknowledged Kali’s words with a slow tilt of his head. She was right.

      “Yes. We do have ways and means to maintain some level of control. And we do have a weapon.”

      “What is this weapon?” asked Ganesh, leaning forward, the luminescent trunk of his pale elephant glamor curling around him like a protective shield.

      Brahma smiled. “I’m glad you asked because I’m going to need your help.”

      Ganesh squinted. “What could I possibly do? My power is almost depleted. I can no longer remove obstacles as I once did. They no longer believe.”

      Brahma nodded. Ganesh was right, too. Humans and demons alike had lost their belief, reducing the power of the gods. Brahma leaned forward and placed his fisted hands on the table. “Perhaps you are not able to remove the obstacles for them . . . but what you can do is help them in some way so they may remove those obstacles themselves.”

      The silence that befell the room was filled with discomfort and disapproval.

      “I know what you are thinking. Why would we . . . why should we relinquish our power and hand it over to them?” Brahma shook his head and stared from face to face. “We cannot relinquish a power we no longer possess.”

      Dharamraj, god of righteousness and justice, spoke softly. “The only thing we can do is help them regain the faith they once had.” The god’s angular features made his eyes appear deeper and darker, and almost hopeless.

      One of the gods shifted in his seat and Brahma glanced over at him. “Hanuman, is there something you wish to say?” Hanuman was a god by right, yet had never accepted the status with the kind of welcome it deserved. He’d never aspired to a position of power, being a person who served. General of the Army of the Gods, he had no further aspirations.

      Now, in the absence of his Lord Shiva, Hanuman had been required to perform tasks he preferred left to those who aspired to leadership.

      But his preferences were irrelevant at this time. So he did his duty. Even if he didn’t like it. And today’s conversation hit close to home, as his own power had diminished considerably over time too. His own deific standing, despite being something he’d never worn with comfort, was beginning to fade in power.

      Hanuman got to his feet, his hands resting on his hips, as if ready to draw a sword and strike. Like Ganesh, Hanuman’s alternate form hung around him like an iridescent reflection, the rounded, furred cheeks, and thin lips of his simian body shimmered over his more human one. “I think we should not lose our faith in them.”

      The comment elicited a round of snickers from the gathered gods. Hanuman smirked and shook his head. “I know the reasons for your disbelief. But are we not just involved in a never-ending exchange of faithlessness?”

      That brought the group to silence.

      Brahma hid a smile.

      “They believed . . . once . . . a long time ago. Their faith gave us power. More than we could have ever hoped for. And some of us squandered that power, used it for our own benefit.” Hanuman looked around the table, receiving a few nods in agreement. “And some of us laughed in the face of it. But I would like to believe that many of us reciprocated their belief with faith of our own. Has our faith not waned as much as theirs? We are not innocent in this. Time has changed them, given them reasons to stop believing, and what do we do in return? Instead of having faith that they will regain their belief, we say ‘it’s hopeless, what’s the point?’ I do not believe that is the best direction to take. I do not believe there is no hope.”

      Brahma nodded, supremely impressed by Hanuman’s oration. For a god who disliked public speaking, he knew well how to handle a crowd. “I agree, but I am certain there are many who do not.”

      Hanuman looked at him. “Well, then perhaps we are at an impasse. I have legions of soldiers at my disposal but their work can only do so much. We cannot defeat the darkness fast enough. They overrun our efforts almost before we do anything. At times it feels like an insurmountable task, but we still do it. I still do it because, for what it’s worth, I do have faith in them.”

      Then the god sank into his seat, dark eyes traveling around the table, his brow knitted in a frown. Brahma understood his frustration. Shiva’s absence weighed heavily on all of them, but more especially on Hanuman, who’d served the Greater God for millennia.

      Brahma straightened. “Do not despair, Hanuman. We need you to keep working as hard as you can.”

      “For what reason?” asked Parvathi. “Why should we care? He didn’t?”

      Brahma’s heart twisted in his chest. The goddess had taken it worse than anyone else had expected when Shiva had left. His absence festered in her like a rotting sore, taking over her mind and her heart, turning it hard and filling her with anger and hatred.

      Anger, Brahma could deal with. Hatred was a harder, darker emotion that in a god was much more difficult to eradicate. He feared that even if Shiva were to return, the dark abyss of Parvathi’s hurt would be too deep for forgiveness.

      Brahma hoped He’d return to them soon, for Brahma was not certain he could retain control of the gods for too much longer. He was witness to the alliances being torn apart at the seams.

      A voice broke through the silence. Marduk, the ancient Mesopotamian god, sat forward, the high arches of his cheekbones and deep-set hooded eyes giving him a harsh, unforgiving appearance, so unlike his true nature.

      Marduk cleared his throat. “I am willing to help. I know my brothers and sister and I are not powerful, being so ancient, but where we can contribute we certainly will.”

      “You, of all gods, would know that it is hopeless,” snapped Parvathi. Her eyes blazed, windows into a universe brightened only with the fires of hate. “What did your worshippers do? Forget about you, abandon you. Where are they now? Do they even remember your name? Just because some boring old historian dusts off ancient carvings that bear your word, does not mean the souls in the earthly realm give a damn. How much more belief do you think you will need in order to rise back up to the heavens?”

      Parvathi’s words rang out around the room and Brahma had to admit that even he had experienced the impact of them. She’d mentioned the one thing that could get to them all.

      The banishment from the heavens.

      All the gods at the table shared the same yearning—to go home to where they belonged.

      But the passing of time, the waning of faith, and the strengthening of demonic power, all combined with the age of Kaliyug, had only served to ensure the gods’ entry to the house of heaven remained tightly shut and nigh on impenetrable.

      Brahma scanned the faces circling the table and felt his stomach drop. They were taken with her words, and he feared he was losing hold of them.

      He cleared his throat. “Grief is a palpable thing, my dear sister. Do not let it control your emotions, or blind you to the truth.”

      Brahma felt horrible for using her pain against her but it had to be done. A few nods here and there around the table told him they’d swayed to his point.

      Relieved, he continued, “We all are abandoned too. But even in His absence we cannot lose hope. The souls we care so deeply for are hardened to us. But would you turn your back on your children if they turned theirs on you? Or would you continue to be there for them in the belief that the day will come when they will return to our arms?”

      Brahma scanned the table again and began to circumnavigate them.

      “What would you do if one day those souls turned their shining hearts back to us? What would you do if they prayed, and we did not hear? What would you do if their cries are not heard and they sever themselves from us permanently?”

      More nods and sober expressions.

      “Hanuman must continue his work, fighting the battles as they come. Krishna . . .” Silence throbbed in the room at the mention of the god’s name. “Krishna is a perfect example of how the loss of faith can ruin us.”

      “He is not beyond saving,” snapped Kali.

      Brahma nodded. “We know he isn’t.”

      “And Narasimha?”

      At the mention of the god’s name a blanket of cold fell upon the room as if winter had decided to visit. Brahma glanced up and met Yama’s eyes. The god of death now vibrated with anger.

      “What happened to Narasimha was his own fault.”

      Yama leaned forward, pointing a finger at his own chest. “I am the wielder of justice. If he had needed punishment, I should have been the one to mete it out. Yet you and Shiva saw fit to take over.”

      Brahma shook his head. “It was more than the actions of a single god and you know it.” Brahma knew Yama was angry, but the god was also well aware of why Narasimha had taken his leave. And a deposed god was a dangerous thing. Slightly less dangerous, given the almost non-existent faith in him, but dangerous nonetheless.

      Though Narasimha had pledged himself to silent contemplating and good works, Brahma was waiting to see what happened next.

      “We have a faction on our hands,” said Hanuman softly, as if to remind the gathered gods of the reason they’d called the meeting in the first place.

      Brahma stilled a sigh. He’d always found it hard to maintain control of a crowd, especially a resistant one. “Yes. One, it seems, we are unable to contain” He inhaled sharply. “You all need to know what we are facing. And that we have put things in place which will allow us to attack them from an entirely unexpected end.”

      Kali glanced Brahma’s way. She knew of the plan. Had been the one to suggest it in the first place. But discretion was of the utmost importance for the girl to succeed.

      “What things?” asked Parvathi, for the first time appearing interested.

      Brahma shook his head. “I can’t divulge this information yet. The mission is underway, we have people in place that are executing their individual orders as we speak.”

      Parvathi surged to her feet, a sea of darkness swirling in her eyes. “You are withholding information from us when we have every right to know about it?” Her skin was flushed, anger feeding rage in a maelstrom of emotion.

      Dharamraj leaned toward her and patted her arm. “Perhaps, my dear, it is best we do not know. We may influence the integrity of this . . . mission should we accidentally divulge information. As much as we’d like to believe otherwise, we are, in fact, all too fallible.”

      Parvathi flashed a furious gaze at him. “Are you saying you think I’d leak information on the mission?”

      He shook his head. “Of course I’m not saying that. What I am saying is that I could leak it, you could leak it. He,” he pointed at the god Agni who gave a single sober nod, his dark mustache twitching, “could leak it. We have no idea when, or where, any one of us may encounter the source of the leak. Should the mission still become compromised we will know where the mole is situated and enable Hanuman, Brahma, and their teams to eradicate it faster. Add us all to the mix and it would be impossible to locate the source of that leak.”

      Parvathi sat slowly, her expression calming somewhat. “I apologize for my outburst. What you are saying does make sense.”

      She inhaled slowly, her chest rising and falling, but Brahma was no fool. He knew Shiva’s wife was a dangerous link in their chain. Having her watched would have to be sufficient for now. Not that he suspected her of being the mole. He only believed that the goddess was now driven mostly by emotion, which would influence much of her decision-making.

      At least until Shiva decided to return.

      Brahma rolled his shoulders, hoping to relieve the tension in his muscles. He’d been on the earthly plane long enough to become accustomed to normal human ailments, and he felt a deep sorrow for the burdens humanity bore—pain, illness, suffering, all things gods were immune to.

      All things gods were no longer immune to.

      If they did not succeed, it would be the beginning of the end.

      If the girl did not succeed, the gods would all die.
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      It was nearing sunrise when Vee wrapped a paper mask around her face and tied the two sets of strings behind her head. She’d pulled on rubber gloves and slipped into a spare lab coat from the hook near the doors that Max had nodded at on her very first visit.

      She gave Syama a glance. The hellhound stood guard at the entrance to the room, watching her with liquid eyes, and would remain there, even if the door was closed.

      Syama was familiar enough with the autopsy room to know that there was little chance of any danger to Vee, having already sniffed the room out for potential threats—demonic, magical, or otherwise.

      As Vee approached the steel autopsy table, suitably clothed and masked, her stomach let out a loud growl. Max and Jo responded with mild laughter, both understanding too well the pain of going hungry when the job demanded immediate results.

      “There’s a PB&J in the fridge if you’d like,” Jo offered, her blonde head bent as she unzipped the black body bag, revealing the pale face of the dead girl.

      “Not a chance.” Vee snorted, the idea of appeasing her hunger making her want to hurl. She’d seen enough in her life to not be nauseated at the sight of blood and guts, but usually her association with gore was limited to times when she’d had to fight demons and dead things, both of which possessed blood or guts, in some combination, though not of the type to turn her stomach.

      Cutting up a human body?

      Something else entirely.

      She stood to one side, making sure she wasn’t in the way of either Max or his petite, ponytailed assistant. Jo Hawking, or Just Jo, with her bubbly personality and her bright smile, was both the most unlikely morgue assistant, and probably the best that Max could ask for.

      Vee watched as the girl stood at Max’s side, passing tools and implements before he could ask for them. They moved together in a silent dance, clipping away the girl’s clothes and untying her plastic-wrapped hands. Vee could have told them not to bother with fingernail scrapings—with what she’d seen from the residual imprints, confirming the girl hadn’t touched her killer—but she knew they’d do it anyway as a matter of procedure.

      With the wounds bared, Max reached for the bright lamp above him, his graying hair giving him an erroneously feeble mien. He shifted the light to direct it onto the dead girl’s abdomen, then used a ruler to measure the wounds, holding it in place as Jo snapped off half a dozen photographs for evidence.

      The white of the flash brightened the room, throwing stark light onto the four occupants, making Max look far more ancient than his sprightly sixties. “From the depth of the cuts, and the damage to the flesh, I’d guess these wounds were caused by some type of animal. Very likely a large feline.”

      Ice sluiced through Vee’s veins as she sucked in a soft breath. A feline? Like a lion? The hairs on the back of her neck rose stiffly as she recalled the residual image she’d seen at the scene. Half man, half lion. No distinctive weapon in his hand as he slashed the girl open.

      Despite her fatigue, Vee tried to concentrate on Max as he studied the glistening flesh for a moment before picking up a pair of long-nosed tweezers. With a gloved finger, he pressed the edge of one of the gashes, opening the wound wide enough for him to slip the ends of the tweezers inside.

      When he withdrew them, Vee frowned. Between the tips of the tweezers was a tiny pale object. Max pursed his lips. “Looks like a piece of the claw broke off. Must have hit bone to snap off like that.” He squinted as he held the object up to the light and peered at it.

      “Are you certain this is animal-inflicted?” asked Vee as she studied what looked like an off-white piece of broken bone. When Max murmured his confirmation, Vee found herself recalling the distorted face of the lion-man again. If she herself couldn’t fathom the meaning of this, she’d hate to see how Monroe would react to the discovery.

      “I’ll get this up to the lab. Shouldn’t take too long to get some DNA off it.” Max dropped the piece of bone into the waiting plastic jar, held in place by the ever-efficient Jo. She screwed on the lid, then pulled a sheet from a bound tablet of printed forms and began to record the tests required.

      Vee sighed as she stepped away. She’d gotten what she needed from the autopsy. No need to stay for the rest of the gore. “Thanks, Max. Can you let me know the results?” she asked as she untied her mask and ripped off the gloves. She tossed both into the hazardous materials bin behind her.

      “You’ll be the first to know,” Max said, giving her a short nod before returning to his work.

      Vee had no doubt she’d be the first to be told. She shrugged out of the lab coat and returned it to the hook on the wall before leaving Max and Jo to their dissection.

      At first, she’d thought Max’s enthusiasm in sharing information with her was because of her FBI status, but having worked with him for the last few months she knew she must have proven herself, no doubt with repeated, albeit uncanny, success. Enough to earn Max’s trust. Despite his amenable air, Max didn’t hand out trust to everyone who walked into his lab. That was something you had to earn, no matter who you were.

      Now, Vee was keen to get back home as fatigue began to take its toll. Time often dragged within the lab, and when she glanced at her phone she saw it was already eight in the morning.

      She’d need to report in to Rossi and catch up with her enigmatic informant Karan—one more urgently than the other. Karan, for a snitch, was certainly demanding of her time, but he held sway over Vee and the team because of the accuracy of his tip-offs.

      Gift horse and all that.

      They’d met only once before, in a coffee shop of all places, and Vee had been intrigued by his dark brooding looks, and wary of the power that seemed to emanate from him. He’d held himself the way a man did when he was born to power, a little bit of arrogance spilling over into his expression and his tone.

      Some old Beatles music had played on the system while Karan had explained to her that there was more to existence than what humanity knew or saw.

      He’d certainly had no idea what she’d seen of the universe and of existence itself. Something she’d have to enlighten him of in some future coffee-shop conversation, but she’d nodded and listened as he’d explained his position and the reason he wanted to help.

      Apparently he had powers. Powers much stronger than Vee’s own inherited, or learned, ones.

      She’d been unimpressed but she had refrained from showing it, only because he was offering her inside information on paranormal crime in the city. And perhaps because he was good to look at. Vee wasn’t the type to engage in inter-office romances, but she still prided herself on having an eye to detect hot men.

      Pity not all hot men were actually nice men.

      Although when she’d asked him who he was and how he knew such significant information, he’d evaded the question and insisted that she needed his cooperation, and he hers.

      In the end, she’d tentatively agreed and they’d settled into a comfortable working relationship.

      She hadn’t seen him since.

      Vee left the autopsy room, closing the door behind her. A soft shush echoed as the heavy door closed onto the contained air of the room, taking with it the pungent odor of chemicals, as well as the reek of death.

      With the corridor empty, Vee glanced down to Syama who rose from her haunches slowly, as if to make it clear that she wasn’t at anyone’s beck and call.

      The hellhound trotted to Vee’s side and glanced up at her. “HQ, please,” she spoke so softly that even someone standing next to her wouldn’t hear her.

      But the hellhound’s ears would pick up every sound.

      Syama shifted them into a back room of the small off-the-books facility, and Vee headed off to see Rossi.

      He was going to love this one.
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      After the stop at HQ for a couple of hours—meetings were the worst—Vee headed over to the coffee shop, eager to get the meet over and done with. She didn’t trust Karan. Didn’t know who he was, or why he saw fit to help them. But Assistant Director Rossi wasn’t questioning the informant’s motivations. Vee’s chief and his bosses were only too happy to have new cases on the books that were very soon marked as solved.

      Vee wasn’t entirely sure those cases would be so easily solved without her though. Not that she was being in any way arrogant. It was her ability to read the scene that had helped them solve so many normal human-related crimes. Only recently had Rossi agreed to branch out into supernatural crime.

      That route had more than likely been taken because Vee had been stupid enough to allow him to catch her red-handed. She’d teleported to a job once, without checking if it was clear. Granted, she’d been super pissed off after a fight with her mom, but she should have been more careful.

      Instead, she’d materialized two feet in front of Rossi. With Syama, no less. It was possible he was a latent aural reader because he’d stared at Syama in shock, without saying a word. She had to give the man props though. He hadn’t fainted. Nor did he lose his shit. In fact, he’d been so calm that she’d suspected he’d had a stroke.

      But no. Those wheels in his brain had been spinning at lightning speed. And the very next day he’d put the offer on the table.

      Special Agent in Charge, New York Division, FBI Supernatural Investigative Unit, Codename RED DAWN.

      Stupid name.

      Did they think the team was going to be battling vampires and bloodsucking demons all day? It was a dumb name but after a short argument with Rossi, Vee had bitten her tongue. He’d said that even he hadn’t had a choice and that he’d agreed with her. But neither of them could do anything about it. She could have sworn the man had been amused at her fury.

      Vee instructed Syama to wait outside and entered the coffee shop. As she weaved her way amongst the tables, she hid a smile. A young redhead tapping away at her keyboard glanced up from her laptop with a faraway look in her eye. Vee smiled, but the girl didn’t notice as she stared off into the distance, then focused on the keys with a renewed passion.

      Thesis? Article? Novel?

      Didn’t matter. Most writers looked the same while writing anyway—focused, distracted, dreamy and passionate, all at the same time. There was an aura of intensity around them, just like with this girl, her eyes shining feverishly and filled with a passion unseen—even the dark hair knotted haphazardly on the top of her head glowed the same way her aura did.

      Vee skirted the girl’s table, careful not to bump the laptop, and took her seat opposite her snitch. Today he wore a long charcoal coat, a Nehru neckline, with hand-woven patterns that created a wide border around the neck and down the front of the lapels to the hem. Inside, he wore a silky black shirt and a pair of black pants that fit him so well they had to be tailored.

      Either he came from money, or he’d stolen it because nobody looked this good by paying with good looks and sexy smiles. Vee hoped the meeting wouldn’t be a long one. After Kort’s amorous attentions she needed a shower.

      She lifted her gaze and met a pair of piercing black eyes. Black as granite. He tilted his head to the side. “What news do you have for me?” Pale blue light from the washed-out morning skies outside clashed with the artificial overhead lighting, bringing his sharp features into stark contrast. For a second Vee’s vision faltered, an image shimmering, flooding her consciousness, an image too intense to comprehend.

      She blinked it away, chalking it up to too much aural reading and not enough rest. Steadying herself, she lifted an eyebrow at Karan and waited. She was here to update him as a courtesy and yet he behaved as if he controlled the whole op. Her annoyance was slowly turning into something stronger. Not quite anger, though. Not yet.

      Vee had never tolerated arrogance well. Must’ve been a trait she’d learned from her mother.

      She leaned close, ignoring the press of her Glock against her thigh. “The scene was mayhem.” She studied his face, still wondering how he’d known exactly where to send her. “Too much blood and carnage to see anything clearly.”

      The corner of his mouth curved, the smile satisfied, and yet not quite a smirk. “Yet you were able to see through that mayhem.” He sounded like he knew what powers she had. But only Rossi knew of her extra-sensory contribution to the team’s success.

      Karan was probably playing her.

      Around them the sounds of the coffee shop rose and fell, a baby gurgled, the hiss of milk being frothed floated across from behind the counter, the clacking of keys echoed from behind her. Comforting sounds, lulling her into a state of peace. Bad idea.

      Vee sat back in her seat, her eyes never leaving the hard planes of her snitch’s face. “Look, Karan. Or whatever your name is. I don’t need to be here. This whole arrangement you have isn’t with me. It’s with the Bureau.”

      Rain began to fall, droplets spattering against the glass beside Vee, great big drops bursting into dozens of tiny ones, then sliding down in little rivulets. The fading sunlight outside cast bland rays onto the window, fragmented by the droplets, causing a cascading, almost iridescent pattern to reflect on Karan’s skin.

      “On the contrary, Vaishnavi,” his voice rumbled, low and throaty, and Vee frowned, “my agreement with your agency depends solely on you.”

      Vee scowled. She had always disliked her full name, and yet when this man spoke it out loud it almost sounded musical to her ears.

      She blinked.

      “I think you’re mistaken. You won’t mind if I call Rossi and verify this, would you?” She glared at him. “I wasn’t exactly informed of this part of the deal.”

      “It isn’t necessary to involve anyone else, Vaishnavi. Between us and the powers we both possess, we can eliminate all possible dangers within the city.”

      Vee laughed and shook her head. “Okay, buddy. I don’t know what you think, but claiming to have powers just so that I’ll continue to work with you is just weak.”

      His eyes darkened and Vee could have sworn the temperature in the room had dropped.

      “You do not believe that I possess powers? Like you?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure what you mean? I’m not a witch or anything.” She took the innocent-stupid route. The guy was a nutball, and as soon as Vee left the coffee shop she was going to give Rossi a call. They definitely could not work with an informant who was two cards short of a full deck. “Whatever powers you think you have, they aren’t going to be enough to convince my boss. Or me, for that matter.”

      Vee shifted in her seat, getting to her feet slowly. She knew she’d pissed him off. That black stare was a dead giveaway.

      The music in the room stilled. She barely paid it attention, chalking it up to a glitch in the system.

      Karan held her gaze and she couldn’t look away. Seconds later, his stare softened and a cold smile curved at his lips. What the hell was he so amused about?

      Vee lifted her chin, stepped around her chair and stopped in her tracks.

      The room was frozen.

      As if someone had hit a pause button and the entire room had stopped in time. Vee stared around her, shocked, then looked back at her informant. The man had the gall to stare back at her with a satisfied smile.

      “What the hell is going on?” she whispered, glaring at him. At the next table the writer’s fingers were curled over her keyboard like a tyrannosaurus rex on the prowl.

      “You are not the only person with powers.”

      “So what?” Vee snorted, deciding the best reaction would be a non-reaction.

      Act unimpressed.

      “Any sorcerer worth his salt can pause time.”

      You’re so full of bullshit, Vee.

      Karan smiled wider and around the room gravity faded. Coffee cups and wallets and keys began to float away from their owners.

      The writer’s mug drifted away, tipping over to release a glob of coffee that hung in the air above the girl’s head. Her laptop took flight as well, bumping against her curled fingers before gliding away on a collision course with the window.

      Vee grunted and reached for the laptop. For some reason she herself wasn’t affected by the no-gravity magic Karan was using. Annoyed, she grabbed the mug, scooped up the coffee and placed it beside the girl’s hand before setting the laptop firmly back on the table.

      Then she glared at him. “Fine. You’ve made your point. Now, you can stop endangering people?”

      He frowned. “Endangering people?”

      Vee shook her head and pointed a thumb at the barista at the counter. “Steam is rising toward her face from the frothing machine.” Then she pointed to her left. “The guy with the beanie . . . he’s going to get a face full of boiling hot coffee when you cut this shit out.”

      Vee glared at Karan and then pointed behind him. “And over there in the corner . . . there’s a baby floating in the air and I’m not sure her mother is going to catch her in time when gravity returns.”

      The look of shock on Karan’s face surprised Vee and she realized he’d genuinely not intended to hurt anyone. Then he shook his head, clicked his fingers and everything was back to the way it had been just minutes ago.

      Except for Vee, who was now hovering over the writer girl—textbook psycho stalker.

      The girl stared up at her, worry and curiosity flitting across her face. Vee quickly mumbled an apology, claiming a missing contact lens, then slumped in her chair giving Karan a dirty glare.

      “Fine. I’m convinced.”

      He smiled like a four-year-old being praised for riding his bike for the first time.

      The man was strange.

      “Just don’t ever do that again.” She glanced around the coffee shop again, checking to ensure that everyone was okay.

      “They are all fine.”

      She narrowed her gaze at him. “You can manipulate time?”

      He nodded. “Only . . . I’m not allowed to do it too often. It tends to upset the balance of things.”

      Ya think?

      “Who are you?” Vee frowned and stared at him. “Why do you want to help us?”

      He didn’t answer.

      Vee tried a different tack. “What do you get out of helping us?”

      He leaned forward and smiled. “Catching the bad guys?” He was merely telling her what she wanted to hear.

      She shook her head. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      His face cleared, all emotion smoothed away in an instant.

      “Whatever it is, I can promise you, I will find out.”

      “But until then, we work together?” he asked, his expression expectant.

      Vee pursed her lips, then nodded. He looked so enthusiastic that she found herself laughing. “Fine. And for what it’s worth, that’s a pretty awesome magical power.”

      “Magical,” he repeated as he sat back, his wide smile making his eyes twinkle.

      Despite his arrogance, and his subterfuge, Vee accepted the one fact she’d planned on denying all along.

      She actually liked the man.
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      Woman and dog materialized in the front hall of Vee’s home, which she shared with her stepfather Niall—Mac—McKinnon and her grandmother Radha. The place was tastefully decorated with a Persian-Indian-Far East influence. The decor was in part due to Vee’s taste, although tacked onto the remnants of her mother’s various trips around the world and her penchant for collecting ancient relics.

      Vee had to admit she’d been glad that Devi had left them all behind when she’d walked out on her mother, her husband, and her daughter.

      Vee tried not to think about the massive collection of artifacts hidden in the basement. She’d had the choice of stowing a few of the ancient relics at the FBI safe storage but she’d never been confident the Bureau could guarantee their safety. At least here they were under her own watchful eye.

      At Vee’s side, the hellhound straightened, the air around her swirling with black shadows, like tatters of obsidian fabric. Shadows swathed the dog as her body began to glow, an iridescent black that spoke of magic and danger. The shape and form of the dog melted, twisting around into impossibly contorted shapes.

      Vee held her breath, as she always did while watching Syama, even though she knew by now what would follow.

      The hellhound, whose head reached to Vee’s shoulders, was neither fragile or dainty, her muscular legs implying a strength and lethality that Vee was happy to not be on the receiving end of.

      Though the dog was swarthy and powerful, the girl who now stood in its place looked anything but. Shorter than Vee, she was dainty and small-boned, with her wrists tiny enough for Vee herself to snap with one well-positioned blow.

      Her pitch-black hair was cropped short in an elfin style, long spikes framing her face, giving her a delicate pixieish look. Her black eyes glowed as if in warning of her nature. A deadly warning.

      She wore black—jeans, singlet, leather jacket, and boots—looking for all the world like a biker chick. Only problem was, she didn’t ride a bike, didn’t own a bike, and probably would never do either considering her current position as guard-dog.

      Syama’s eyes flashed as she shifted her head and met Vee’s gaze. “I really hate this.”

      “I know.” Vee folded her arms, waiting patiently.

      Syama’s perky little nose twitched as she sniffed her disgust and tugged at the cuffs of her jacket, the hem of which shifted to reveal an angry-looking, curved, forked-tip dagger. “Why can’t I come with you in this form?” asked Vee’s hellhound bodyguard, her eyes flashing angrily.

      Vee rolled her eyes. “It’s not as if I have a choice, you know.”

      Syama let out a puff of air, defeated. “He should have known better than to send me here. It’s like being in prison.” Then her gaze snapped toward Vee, as if she’d suddenly remembered something. “You . . . please do not do that again.” Syama gave a delicate shudder and a bark of laughter escaped Vee’s lips before she was able to stop it.

      “Sorry,” Vee said, grinning.

      “Sorry?” Syama growled. “Sorry? That’s all you have to say? You made me watch you and that . . . demon . . . Ugh. I can’t even say it.”

      “Grow up, Syama. Nothing you haven’t seen before.”

      Syama gave another shudder and glared at Vee. “You don’t have to demean yourself that way.”

      “Why Syama, I had no idea you were a prude.”

      She shrugged, giving Vee a cold glare. “I’m not a prude. I just have standards.”

      Vee snorted, removing her Glock from her holster and releasing the clip. “You can’t have standards. You’re half-rakshasa anyway. That’s probably called racism.”

      “I’m half hellhound-half human, just FYI,” Syama snapped, a little too vehemently.

      Vee was about to go into detail regarding Syama’s hellhound ancestry being technically that of a demonic canine, when she caught sight of something on the carpet before them.

      A gold filigreed box sat in the very center of the red-and-white paisley rug covering the floor of the front hall. She’d almost missed the box, placed perfectly in the very center of the rug, aligned with the square detail sent leafy vines radiating outward like undulating rays of a red sun.

      The moment she’d set eyes on it, her stomach twisted, warning bells clanging within her essence. Vee glanced around the room, leaned back to peer first into the front lounge and then into the formal dining room.

      Both empty.

      The house echoed silence.

      “What is that?” whispered Syama. The low volume of the question confirmed that she had a pretty good idea of how Vee felt.

      Vee closed her eyes, took a breath. When she opened her eyes she scanned the multitude of aural fragments lingering in the hall. Every single one matched a family member.

      “Not sure.”

      She focused on the box, scanning for residual energy of a delivery man or courier guy, anything. But she got nothing. The area around the box was blank, empty . . . as if nobody had touched the thing.

      Ever.

      Syama nudged Vee in the ribs. “What do you see?”

      Vee shook her head slowly. “That’s the thing. I’m not picking up anything. Not a single trace of residual energy.”

      “How did it get inside our house if nobody touched it?” Syama asked, indignant now.

      “Yeah,” mumbled Vee. “There ought to be some residual fragment from Mac or Ma, if either of them received it.”

      But still, nothing.

      Slipping her hand into her back pocket, Vee withdrew a pair of gloves. She donned them, and knelt carefully in front of the box. Her hand was halfway to the lip, ready to open it when her gut twinged again.

      “Be careful, Vee,” Syama spoke right beside Vee, her breath sweeping Vee’s cheek.

      Vee jumped, and swallowed a shriek.

      “Don’t . . . ” Vee growled, “. . . don’t do that.” She grabbed the box, got to her feet and headed down to the basement.

      Three rooms occupied the lower level of the house. To her left, an ammunitions store, and to her right, the artifact room.

      Straight ahead, was a temperature-controlled room where the Scrolls were stored.

      The Apsara Scrolls. For untold lifetimes, Vee’s maternal bloodline had protected the writings of the ancient, long-dead Apsaras. Knowing she possessed some tiny drop of her foremother’s DNA had made the task an honor and a privilege. Vee’s duty had been to keep it safe, but unbeknownst to everyone but Radhima, she’d also used the writings within the Scrolls to educate herself.

      Now, Vee ignored the call of the Scrolls and turned to the door on the right which held a keypad, into which Vee typed her personal code. Lead-lined, soundproofed and magically-warded, the room was both a strong enough and safe enough space in which to open even the most dangerous of demonic items.

      Out of habit, Vee allowed Syama to enter, then shut the door—not that it was necessary since the hellhound was in human form and she could open and close her own doors. It was just a little hard to remember that in her human guise she could not pass through walls.

      Inside, Vee placed the box on a table in the center of the room and pressed a switch on a panel set into the edge of the table. White light flared, illuminating the glass table from below, exposing even the finest details of the box, and Vee had to admit it was one amazing masterpiece.

      “Nice workmanship,” Syama said, studying the detailed carvings.

      But the workmanship of the box was the least of Vee’s concerns. She snorted. “Mysterious packages never bode well for anyone, least of all the intended recipient.”

      Vee wasn’t even sure she should be opening it.

      In a narrow tray to her left sat an array of metal, plastic and wooden tools. Vee selected a wooden ice-pick, and lifted the lid with it.

      Blood-red silk lined the base of the box.

      A small rectangular white card sat stuck on the inside of the curved lid. The pendant gleamed, the gold metal shimmering in stark contrast to the tawdry red of the fabric. Syama craned her neck to get a better look and Vee took a step closer as her heart hitched, lodging in her throat, forcing her to take another breath.

      She knew exactly what it was.

      Her father’s pendant.

      Using a pair of wooden forceps Vee lifted the pendant and studied it. The coin had been inscribed with her name on the front, her parents’ names intertwined on the back. It hung on a broken chain, the snapped links discolored with oxidation and something else, dark and gritty.

      Vee’s hands shook as she forced herself to place the pendant on the surface of the light table, and reached for the card.

      One side bore her first name written in Sanskrit: Vaishnavi.

      She turned it over to study the single word on the back.

      vairaniryātana

      Also in Sanskrit, the word meant revenge.

      The bottom of the card bore an address, the font embossed onto the card-stock paper. An address in the suburbs outside New York City.

      Vee forced herself to work slowly, to store each object inside its own plastic evidence bag and, leaving them on the table, still garishly lit by the fluorescent light beneath it, she went in search of her dad.
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        * * *

      

      Mac was in the garage. Or as he liked to call it—the toolshed.

      In reality, it was a weapons workshop because Mac was a History professor with a love for ancient weaponry. Currently he was fawning over the superfine edge of the knife end of a Viking ax.

      He looked up and smiled, his eyes lighting up the way they always did when he saw her.

      “Hiya.” Vee sank onto a metal foldout chair beside her step-dad. “Nice.”

      Syama stepped up beside Vee, and Mac glanced at the girl, giving her a wink. “You like it?” he asked.

      “Yep.” Vee grinned as Syama nodded. “Just no lead please.”

      Mac nodded. He never used lead anyway, considering they’d learned a long time ago that the dense metal impacted Vee’s ability to see auras. Lead absorbed auras like a sponge, and could be used to hide the aural patterns of anyone wanting to hide their actions.

      Good thing that piece of information was not public knowledge.

      Now, Mac was watching her, his expression curious. “What’s up?”

      She shrugged. “I like mysterious gifts you know, but usually it’s something nice, like chocolates or a fine brandy.”

      “What are you on about?” Mac asked as he lay the blade inside a narrow box and propped the package on the floor-to-ceiling shelf that covered the entire back wall of the garage.

      Toolshed, my tush.

      “Guess you didn’t see the random box sitting in the front hall?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. Been in here all evening.”

      “Ma?”

      “Bingo.”

      Vee snorted. “That old woman will die before she plays bingo.”

      “You have that right, young lady,” said her grandmother from the threshold to the garage.

      She strode closer, purposefully strong strides for such an old woman, and had Vee snaked into her open arms for a squeeze. Not a particularly affectionate woman, Radha Iyer still managed to shower Vee with all the love she needed.

      In the absence of the love of her own mother.

      “So what’s this about a mystery gift?” she asked, smoothing an errant strand of white hair into the bun at the back of her head as she glanced from Vee to Syama and back.

      Vee sighed and headed for the door, crooking a finger at her curious family. “Come see for yourselves.”
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        * * *

      

      “Now, that was not what I’d expected when you said ‘mysterious gift.’” Radhima stared at the pendant as if it were a coiled serpent, swaying and hissing, waiting for the most opportune moment to pounce.

      “You can say that again.” Vee stared at the pendant. “Can someone please tell me what my father’s pendant is doing here, when it’s supposed to have disappeared with him?”

      Mac’s normally kind and gentle face was dark with worry, and Vee’s gran looked like she’d aged a decade in seconds. She glanced at Syama who lifted her eyebrows, mirroring Vee’s question.

      “Guys?” Vee asked hesitantly. She stared from Mac to Radhima and then back again, the pit of her stomach hardening. “What’s going on?”

      Mac shifted his gaze away from Vee and studied at the pendant. “It belongs to your father, Vee. Perhaps your mother would be the best person to ask?”

      Vee’s jaw tightened. Her mother was the last person she wanted to speak to.

      Radhima patted Vee’s shoulder. “Sometimes one must perform the most painful tasks in order to move merely a single step closer to one’s goal.”

      “Ma, do you have to make it sound so epic?”

      “Your father’s pendant that should be lost in an inter-dimensional black hole?” asked Radhima. “Sounds like epic to me.”

      The woman made sense. And Vee had little choice if she wanted to figure this out. The box was an invitation.

      To what, Vee had no idea. But she wasn’t about to go in blind. So, she was going to do the only thing guaranteed to spoil her entire month.

      Go visit Mom.
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      Vee’s fingers curl around the bronze door-handle. It’s cool and calming feel hints at nothing of what lies within the room.

      And yet she can hear her parents’ hushed whispers. She can sense their rising panic. Something is happening and Vee must try to help them. They’d made her remain downstairs, told her she was safer away from the magic.

      Vee had countered, saying how powerful she already was. But they’d gone on and on about how, at only thirteen, she wasn’t ready and how she hadn’t trained long enough. That without the proper training and experience she was a danger to herself and everyone else.

      But Vee knew they were just trying to hold her back. They don’t want her having powers, don’t want her to use those powers for the good of mankind. They want to keep them locked up inside her.

      Which is so stupid.

      She’d obeyed and waited, doing her homework at the kitchen table. Until she heard her mother call out. The fear in her mom’s voice had been enough to get her moving and before she knew it she was opening the door to the upstairs study, her heart thumping against her ribs so hard it hurt to breathe.

      The door swings open, but what Vee sees is nothing like what she’d expected. The room is bathed in darkness, and at the center, light glows around the form of a man, hovering above both her parents.

      She can only make out the outlines of their bodies, detailed by the orange-and-red glow from the suspended man.

      He is laughing as he glares at her mom and dad, sparks of lightning darting from his eyes as he looks down at a spinning vortex of color. His laughter isn’t amused. Instead, he vibrates with anger. Her dad is chanting. Sanskrit words Vee barely understands, while her mom struggles with her magic.

      Neither are able to stop the growing nexus of energy.

      Vee had known from a young age that the house her parents had bought—before she’d even been a figment of their imagination—lay above a chasm of power that connected the human worlds with that of the gods. Not many people have the knowledge or the power to access the Nexus.

      Which is the reason it had remained safe from the rest of the world. But today it looks to Vee like her parents had not heeded their own advice. Instead, they now stand over the open vortex, while a magical man rages against them.

      Vee takes a step closer and gasps as her sight kicks in. That is no man who is threatening her parents’ lives. He is a demon, his glamor cloaking him from prying eyes, and only Vee’s sight and proximity allows her to see his true form.

      Her dad’s voice rings out higher, louder and more desperate with every second that passes.

      “We’re running out of power. We’re gonna lose him.” Her mom’s voice is strident and shaky, as if exhaustion has seared its way into her throat.

      Her dad shakes his head, giving her mom that look that says “Don’t stop, don’t back down.”

      “I can’t, Raj, I don’t have any strength left.”

      Vee can see it too—the energy lines skimming her mom’s body have faded away, and if she keeps at it for too much longer she’ll die.

      Vee knows what she has to do.

      She steps forward and grabs hold of her mom’s hand. She wants to help her, wants to save her from dying while she maintains the spell.

      But the mere touch of Vee’s hand to her mom’s body funnels such an intense blast of energy into the vortex that the impact of power causes an explosion. The force rocks the room, shuddering against the floorboards, pulsing against Vee’s body, hitting the whole Shankar family hard.

      The vortex spins, sucking the demon inside so fast Vee doesn’t expect it. Neither does she expect the demon to reach out for her dad as his body is sucked into the maelstrom of color.

      Raj yells out, shouting the Sanskrit words louder. Perhaps he thinks the chanting will work, but Vee could see for herself that it is doing nothing to the vortex.

      The spinning darkness swallows Dad’s body, pulling him deeper inside as he grips onto the edge the floor. Vee lets go of her mom’s hand and leaps forward, grabbing her dad’s wrist and holding tight.

      He stares at her, horror contorting his features. “No, Vee. Stop. Let me go.” Her father screams the words at her, shocking her to the core.

      “But, Daddy. No. You’ll die.” Vee holds on tight, using her power to fasten her fingers tighter around his wrist.

      “Devi, stop her now.”

      Vee glances at her mom who hesitates, shocked as she looks from her husband to her daughter and back.

      “Devi. We don’t have the time. Make her let me go or the vortex will take you both as well.”

      Vee opens her mouth to tell her mom to stop, but a force of energy tugs on her so hard she is propelled further into the vortex. Her dad has dropped another two feet inside the spinning energy, but Vee still holds onto him, her fingers cramped, her desperation filtering right to her fingertips.

      “Devi,” her father pleads, “stop her now and save yourselves.”

      “No,” whispers her mom. “How can I do that?”

      “We agreed,” he screams, the energy whipping his voice around and around so that it echoes within the confines of the room.

      Whatever they’d agreed to propels her mom into action, and Vee senses her body close as she leans over beside her. She’d thought her mom meant to help pull her dad up and out of the vortex. Instead, she feels her mom begin to peel her fingers back from her Dad’s wrist, one by one.

      “Mom. No,” screams Vee, horrified at what her mom is about to do.

      “You have to let go, Vee. Or we will all die.” Her mother’s voice whips at her, the desperation a living thing, coiling itself around Vee’s pounding heart.

      “No. I’m not letting you kill him,” Vee screams, anger and hatred spilling from her like venom. What kind of a mother would do this?

      “Vee.” The wind within the room steals the sound and Vee barely hears it, barely sees the tears on her mother’s cheeks. She sees the fear, though, the regret and anguish on her mother’s face, but she doesn’t care. She barely listens as her mother says, “I won’t let you kill yourself. I just can’t.” The last words end on a sob, but Vee ignores the rising thrum within her heart.

      Tears stream down Vee’s cheeks and she shakes her head, concentrating on using her already-waning energy to resist the pull of her mom’s fingers.

      But she isn’t strong enough.

      When she hears the crack of bone, she knows the lengths her mom has gone to. Vee’s hold on her father’s wrist gives way at last, and his hand slips through hers, her grasping fingers reaching for him, her nails ripping through the skin of his forearm.

      Vee lunges desperately for him, screaming his name over and over as he falls free of her grasp and disappears into the spinning energy.

      And the vortex slams shut with a sound louder than a clap of thunder, sending Vee and her mom flying across the room.

      The last thing Vee remembered of that night was seeing her mom’s tear-stained face, her hazel eyes horrified, staring at the empty space where the vortex had been only moments before.

      The last thing she’d felt was the stabbing pain in the broken middle finger of her right hand.
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      “How is it coming along?” the god’s voice echoed as if spoken in a subterranean cave.

      The air around the two beings flowed, eddies of cerulean and coral, colors skimming along the edge of shadows, of a darkness that would otherwise be cloying, suffocating.

      “Far too slowly,” answered Vishnu, shifting his eyes to His face, holding it there despite the sheer strength and power he looked upon.

      “It does not help to be negative.” There was a smile in His voice, a benevolent softening that touched Vishnu’s heart.

      “Not negative,” Vishnu sighed, though the weight upon his shoulders bore down, relentless, unbending. “Just realistic.”

      “Have patience . . .”

      A comforting warmth on his shoulder, like the touch of the sun’s rays on a winter morning, made him look up, but he found himself disappointed. He was but a handbreadth away, but He still remained too far to reach, the distance a yawning chasm.

      Hiding a sad smile, Vishnu waited as He continued, “We’ve put everything in place. And when it all comes together, it will be perfect.”

      Vishnu suppressed a sigh, weariness and sadness weighing him down. “I wish that I had your positivity. Humanity is but a disappointing race, and yet we invest not only our time but our hopes in them.” He shifted to gaze down upon the universe, to study the azure splash of color that was the realm of Earth.

      “What choice do we have?” Vishnu directed his attention back to Him, listening to His words. “Either we do what we must, or we fade away.”

      “That smacks of a desperation I am not comfortable with.”

      “It is more than just desperation. It is a concern for destiny. The Age of Kaliyuga brings with it a level of destruction that not even a god can hold at bay.”

      “And they cannot help?”

      The question sliced the air, then hung in the room like a festering cloud.

      “Cannot. Will not. I do not know that they care to interfere. For them, what is destined shall be. But I cannot give in to that way of thinking. We cannot.”

      Vishnu nodded. “I understand. And you have my support and my devotion.”

      “In truth, your devotion would be better served if focused on them. There is much of the world that we cannot control, where we cannot affect change even if we so desire.”

      Vishnu knew what He meant. “There are many of us who have sought solace in the arms of vanity and self-service. The wayward ones must be brought back into the fold.”

      “To be punished.” There was an edge to His tone, a hardness that spoke of a loss of patience, a heart strained and tired.

      And it hurt Vishnu to hear it.

      He shook his head. “Perhaps. Should punishment be deserved. Although . . . I hope,” he cleared his throat, “I believe we can teach them to see things our way.”

      “The older gods will prove difficult.”

      Vishnu expelled a breath when he heard the subtle change in His voice. An almost imperceptible softening.

      “I expect as much.”
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      Prithi ran her hands down the front of her pants, glad that the light white linen would absorb the moisture from her palms. Why she, of all people, would be nervous, she had no idea. And yet, her stomach roiled at the prospect of meeting this man.

      She pushed her hair behind her ears and straightened her jacket. Her skin itched, encased within the expensive suit which covered her from neck to ankle, yet revealed every curve of her body.

      How utterly distasteful. She felt as if her body were on show, and she hated it.

      Clearing her throat, she paced, drumming her fingers on the side of her legs as she went. When the door opened, she found herself flinching, the reaction completely unwarranted.

      She was Immortal, she should not fear a mere mortal. And yet, the intrusion on her solitude was sufficient to set her on edge.

      She found herself relieved when the man who entered proved as far from human as one could get.

      Seth.

      He walked in, long languid steps that he seemed to elongate as if strutting to gain her attention. He’d succeeded in receiving it, only she hardly thought he’d be impressed at the nature of her scrutiny.

      She studied him, bald head gleaming in the artificial lights of the office, olive skin, pale blue eyes, a nose that extended from his face, prominent and curved to a beak-like edge.

      Fitting.

      She waved him to the seat and he lowered himself into it, hunching his body into himself, his shoulders pitched high, reedy neck sunken. His human body echoed his true form with a grisly accuracy.

      Prithi moved back to her seat and sat, keeping her eyes on Seth.

      She swallowed hard. She found it a little distasteful having one such as he in her employ, but she would do what needed to be done, no matter the consequences.

      Seth was Gṛdha, a vulture aural. Grdhas were the best assassins-for-hire that money could buy.
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      Vee materialized in her mother’s waiting room, given a ride there by a very disgruntled Syama. In the aftermath of the revenge threat, the hellhound had insisted on remaining at Vee’s side.

      She’d said something about a divine instruction, so who was Vee to argue?

      Syama had fussed about Vee’s visit to her mother’s office, and had finally agreed to give her a ride. Before the hellhound had transformed she’d reiterated that she wasn’t going to be held responsible if Vee didn’t survive the next altercation with her mother.

      Why did that sound a little like caring?

      Now, Vee smiled up at her mother’s startled PA, whose pretty blue eyes had widened as Vee solidified in front of her. Syama remained invisible within the cloak of her glamor, and stalked over to stand at the outer door of the room. The hellhound’s stride reeked of indignation, and Vee had to hide a smile.

      “Hey you,” said Kesha, who by now was used to Vee’s comings and goings, sudden materializations out of thin air included. “Nice of you to pop by.” The girl giggled and tossed her shoulder-length black curls out of her face.

      Vee snorted and poked a thumb in the direction of her mother’s office. “She in?”

      Kesha nodded, although Vee didn’t miss the sudden darkening of her expression. Kesha, like a number of long-serving staff, was well aware of the tension between herself and her mother. Most were understanding and didn’t pry, but there were the odd few who seemed to exist merely for a taste of the heartache of others.

      Thankfully, Kesha wasn’t one of them.

      She nodded and as Vee turned she said, “Oh, that order you made from Yu-San Corp came through. It’s in your lab.”

      Vee felt a spike of excitement at the news. She’d been working on a long-term project, attempting to create a magical-field propeller that would work like a net and which could be used by non-magical agents in the field.

      She tamped that expectant thrill down as she entered her mother’s office. Devi Shankar sat at her desk, her cell phone to her ear. She watched Vee enter the room, tracking her movements while she listened to the caller on the other end of the line. Vee passed her by and headed to the window to study the view.

      She leaned against the window and waited, giving her mother time to deal with the call. She and Devi had a peculiar relationship. Love and hate waged a constant battle within Vee’s heart, emotions directed at a mother who’d committed the ultimate crime.

      Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that she needed calm for this conversation. There were far too many unanswered questions for Vee to go off half-cocked.

      Devi’s phone clinked against the surface of her glass desk and Vee shifted her gaze to meet her mother’s questioning one.

      “Is something wrong?” asked Devi, a dark eyebrow now arching.

      Vee pursed her lips and walked over to the table. She settled one butt-cheek on the table and said, “You need to come home ASAP. There’s something we need to discuss.”

      As unlikely as it seemed to Vee, her mother proceeded to raise the eyebrow even higher.

      Vee had always considered her mother a classic beauty. Heart-shaped face, almond hazel eyes, gorgeous black hair. Vee had inherited much of her looks, except her own eyes were never a constant color. Ever-changing, they often resembled the auras she studied. Despite many attempts, Vee had failed to learn to control them enough to choose the colors she wanted.

      Vee took a breath. “We received a package early this morning.”

      The room remained silent as Devi waited for elaboration.

      “It contained something that simply shouldn’t exist.”

      Devi pushed to her feet, spinning. “We don’t have anything to discuss.” Her tone was brusque and sharp and cold. All of which Vee was used to hearing. Still, another tiny part of her died inside her heart. She hadn’t realized until that moment that she’d come to see her mother clutching onto a tiny, fragile hope that things would get better.

      But she had to be honest with herself. She’d been the one to push her mother away. In the beginning, Devi had tried everything—talking, distraction, even bribery, but Vee had never been able to forgive her, never been able to forget that one god-awful night.

      What her mother had done was unforgivable.

      Would always be unforgivable because it had been a very conscious choice. One that could never be taken back.

      Vee pulled herself out of her thoughts and glared at her mother. “This isn’t a party invitation, Mother. This is serious.”

      God, the woman is frustrating.

      Devi shook her head. “Whatever it is, I’m not interested.” Her voice was now devoid of all emotion, a warning sign that Vee was going to get absolutely nowhere.

      Vee got to her feet. “Fine. I’ll handle it on my own. But just so you know, this is serious. So, don’t come asking me why I didn’t tell you about it when it gets worse.”

      She was halfway to the door when her mother’s voice stopped her. “Whatever you do, don’t do anything stupid.”

      Vee straightened her spine and kept walking out into the reception room and straight past Syama.

      Her last thought was, As if you care.
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        * * *

      

      Vee stormed into her lab, further angered by the stupid door that only shut automatically—and excruciatingly slowly. She hadn’t even had the satisfaction of slamming the damned thing shut.

      The door shut Syama out, but the hellhound was well used to waiting for Vee. Usually she’d tinker around inside the lab while Vee worked, hand over relevant tools or wash equipment out. That she hadn’t entered after Vee was a clear sign she’d chosen to give Vee her space. Vee certainly hadn’t needed a neon sign to broadcast her current state of antagonism.

      Why did family have to be so frustrating? One would think that the general aging of all parties involved would mean that interactions, and reactions, would be a little more mature.

      One would think wrong.

      She ignored the large white box on the counter beside the door, and began to pace.

      Vee’s father’s pendant. The strange invitation. Revenge. Her mother’s inability to give a damn.

      She let out a groan and dragged stiff fingers through her hair. Why couldn’t the woman just do something for Vee for once, without considering herself first? Vee had seen the emotions play across her mother’s face.

      Devi thought she was so good at hiding her feelings, schooling her features, but little did she realize Vee knew her far too well. And what she’d seen in her mother’s eyes, the fear, the hesitation, the denial, had been enough for Vee to know what Devi was going to say. Even before she’d opened her mouth.

      Filled with the need to vent some of her fury, she kicked an innocent trashcan, sending it soaring into the air before it fell, clanging loudly on the pristine white tiles as it hit the floor.

      Instead of feeling better, she felt guilty for being immature and losing her cool.

      Just great.

      Letting out a stale breath of air—one she’d had no idea she’d been holding—Vee spun on her heel, figuring it was time to check on her package.

      She’d barely turned when a buzzing filled her ears, daggers of sound piercing her eardrums and making her flinch.

      Vee looked over her shoulder.

      Pain spliced through the side of her head and she went flying into the air. She hit the shelves above the counter, smashing into the beakers and microscopes all inventoried and lined up so neatly.

      Glass shattered and angry shards embedded themselves into Vee’s back as her torso slammed into the debris. Then she dropped, hit the counter catching her skull on the edge, and fell to the floor.

      A moment of awareness flickered through her mind as she regained her senses, re-centered her balance, and landed in a low crouch. The impact jarred through to her bones, and her head throbbed where she’d been hit.

      Vee blinked hard, seeing red for a few seconds as blood dripped into her eyes. She swiped it away with the back of her hand and scanned the room, searching for her attacker.

      He stood a few feet from her, black armor gleaming. Oddly, Vee found it hard to make out his features, as if his face was a smudged section of her vision that she couldn’t blink away—similar to a torn contact lens or an injury to her cornea.

      “What the hell do you want?” she yelled, then gasped as the effort sent a thrum of pain through her skull.

      He didn’t answer.

      Glowing behind his steel mask, flames flickering red and orange and white-hot, her attacker’s eyes focused on Vee.

      Eyes filled with the promise of death.
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      The black-armored attacker advanced, the ground vibrating with every step. Vee’s heart pounded in time with each of his footfalls.

      Who was he and what the hell did he want with her?

      Instinctively she backed away, then realized what she was doing and halted mid-motion.

      She changed course and stepped toward him, closing the distance between them. She feinted a punch at his head, and as he bent to the left to avoid it, Vee landed a solid punch to his midsection. Her fisted fingers crunched against the stoney surface of his armor and pain seared her hand.

      She had no time to react, leaving herself open for the punch that he aimed at her head. Almost too, late she blinked away her shock and veered right. The buckles on her attacker’s arm-brace scraped her cheek as it surged past, but Vee barely registered the injury as he landed a fist to her gut.

      The blow thrust the air from her lungs and she wheezed, struggling to inhale again. Panic filled her as she found it impossible to inhale, but she didn’t have the time to waste on a minor thing like breathing because he backhanded her with such force that the impact lifted her into the air like a rag doll.

      Time slowed and she threw her arms out, swinging them wildly in a desperate hope to be ready when she hit the ground.

      Instead, she crashed into the large upright refrigerator behind her, leaving a deep imprint of her skull and shoulder in the gleaming metal. The impact sent the appliance wobbling back and forth.

      Vee slid down the fridge door, absently registering the crashing of beakers and bottles of chemicals within the fridge, and it occurred to her that, with all the different liquids stored inside, there could potentially be a bomb coalescing from the combination of fumes and chemicals.

      Still, a potential explosion was the least of her worries.

      Her attacker advanced on her and though she tried to scramble away, he proved inhumanly fast for his size and girth.

      And inhumanly strong.

      A gloved hand closed around her neck, the grip tightening as he lifted her off the ground. His height meant the distance between her feet and the ground was too large for a safe landing and Vee experienced a momentary fear of falling.

      But when the fingers around her neck intensified, her full attention focused again on the black-garbed menace who’d stormed into her lab and attacked her.

      She was still at a loss as to why.

      The hold on her throat only tightened as her weight pressed against it and she struggled for breath once more. A gurgling sound rang in her ears and it took long moments before it occurred to her that the frantically hysterical wheezing belonged to Vee herself.

      Raising her hands, she gripped the gauntlets at her attacker’s wrists and pulled, desperate for a breath.

      Dark spots filled her vision, aggravated by bright sparkling lights that only served to blind her, adding to her pain and increasing her vertigo.

      Her eyes fluttered closed and her body began to sag.

      “That will be enough,” a gritty voice called from the other end of the lab.

      Vee forced her lids open, and would have gasped—had it been physically possible. The air shimmered, glistening as if wet, and in the center a golden glow had formed. A glow occupied by an impossibly beautiful man.

      Strong jaw, high brows and cheekbones, aquiline nose, jet-black hair grazing his shoulders. He gave off a regal . . . no, not regal, more like deific air. Vee hung like a rag doll in mid-air as she studied the visitor through half-closed eyes.

      The man took a small step forward, although he didn’t leave his shimmering portal entrance. A smirk spread across his lips, marring his beauty enough for Vee to question her judgment.

      Then again, she was probably suffering severe oxygen deprivation. Maybe she was already dead.

      Where the hell was that damned hellhound when you needed her?

      “Considering the power you possess, I would have expected a much stronger opponent,” he said, the smirk never leaving his lips.

      Opponent? Vee wanted to ask. Opponent, my ass.

      It wasn’t as if he’d bothered to fight his own battles. He’d sent his freaking ogre in his place.

      Vee glanced at the giant who still held her in his unforgiving grip. All she could see beneath the black visor were his flaming eyes. His fingers were warm against her skin, and his armor glistened as if he’d begun to perspire. She ignored him, focusing on the man behind the attack.

      She smiled, a curve of her lips that dripped with daggers of ice.

      He ignored her, as if she didn’t even warrant a flicker of his eyelash.

      “At least I now know what I’m up against. Honestly, now that I have seen it for myself, I am quite offended.” He let out a bark of laughter that ripped at her skin, eager for blood. “You . . . the all-powerful—”

      The door opened, and Devi let out a horrified shriek, her eyes focused on Vee. Vee stared back at her mother, desperately afraid. Devi hadn’t seen the portal, or the man standing within the glowing space.

      And suddenly Vee was terrified of what he’d do to her mother.

      But as Devi stepped into the room, the man backed away into the portal and the glowing entrance to his world closed. Devi saw none of it as she rushed into the lab, her eyes wide with terror.

      Her mother’s skin paled as she stared at the colossus of a man, hesitating as she considered her options. Get out of here, Mom. Vee wanted to yell the words out to her.

      She tried to swallow and again felt a moistness between her skin and the giant’s hand. Vee struggled harder now, beginning to slip within his slimy grasp.

      Devi took two more steps into the room and the hand released Vee, sending her crashing to the ground in a puddle of oily black sludge. She landed leaning against a half-broken cupboard door.

      “What the—?”

      “Vee,” Devi gasped, sinking beside her daughter. “Are you hurt? What happened? What was that?”

      Vee gave a half-nod as she offered her mother a lukewarm smile. She struggled to swallow, struggled to breathe, as she tried to peer beyond Devi’s shoulder to the far side of the room.

      It remained empty and Vee let out a cry of frustration. Which her mother interpreted as pain.

      Vee didn’t protest as her mother shifted her and tilted her backward, supporting Vee’s spine until she was flat on the floor. Devi placed her daughter’s head gently onto a rolled-up silk jacket, reached for her phone, and began yelling for paramedics and doctors.

      “Don’t move, honey. I can’t tell if anything is broken so it’s better if you don’t move until the paramedics can check you out.”

      Vee stared at her mother, wincing as she struggled to breathe and to swallow. Something moved in the doorway and Syama slipped inside, hesitant now as she studied the room, the debris, and the victim.

      Syama hurried to Vee’s side and sank onto her knees. “What the hell happened here? I leave you alone for two seconds and you mess everything up.” She shook her head, her voice trembling just enough that Vee was tempted to smile.

      Instead she asked, “Where were you?”

      Syama knelt closer. “I went down to the cafeteria to get you something to eat. You missed lunch.” She lifted a clear plastic bag that held two burgers and a can of cola. Then her expression went cold. “This is the very reason why it’s a bad idea to leave you alone. I should have known. I should—”

      “Syama,” Devi snapped. “There’s isn’t any point in should-haves.”

      Silenced now, Syama stared at Vee’s mother. Then she grunted as she attempted to stand. “What the hell is this?” She grimaced as she lifted her fingers from the floor and studied the oily glop she’d just knelt in. Her face went pale, making her black eyes stand out in contrast.

      “What is it?” asked Devi gently.

      Like Vee, she’d noticed Syama’s expression too, and touched a finger to the black goo. Rubbing it between two fingers she lifted it to her nose and sniffed. “Smells like oil . . . and something else . . . maybe tar.”

      Syama nodded and got to her feet, the bag of food dangling from one curled finger. “Yes. I think I know what this is.”

      Devi raised an eyebrow, as if waiting for the girl to clarify. When Syama walked off to circumnavigate the room, her eyes skimming the damage, Devi gave Vee a questioning glance.

      Vee watched her mother’s frustration with mild amusement, enjoying for a moment that someone else got to experience what she went through daily with Syama.

      But her humor fled as Syama walked straight to the open space where the portal had appeared, turned around on the spot and stared around her at the air.

      Then she looked over at Vee. “Was it here?” Syama asked.

      Vee felt oddly relieved not having to explain what had happened. Given that her throat was so sore she couldn’t swallow, she was glad Syama could explain.

      Devi got to her feet. “What is it?” she asked sharply, this time her tone demanding a response.

      Syama walked over, although her gaze remained behind her as she took one last glance at the space.

      “It’s a portal,” she said softly, her brow furrowed with worry.

      “A portal? What’s a portal doing in the middle of one of the most well-warded locations in the bloody world?” Devi asked, her tone indignant and disbelieving. Then she glanced at Vee. “Was there a . . . portal? Just now?”

      Vee nodded, allowing her mother to absorb that horrific fact while Vee herself tried to wipe the recollection from her mind.

      A few moments went by and then Devi spoke. “What was that thing?” she whispered almost to herself.

      Syama stared at the black liquid in disgust. “It’s magic.”

      “But I saw a man, holding her above the ground.”

      “Not a man. A puppet.”

      Devi scowled, her face going dark. “Like a golem?”

      Syama tilted her head before nodding slowly. She did that sometimes, as if downloading information from some internal storage point, a process that could only occur when she tipped her head to the right at an exact forty-degree angle. “Yes. But a golem is constructed from mud and clay, not oil and tar and silver like this substance.”

      “Silver?”

      Syama nodded again. “Yes, if you test you will find silver. And most likely mercury and blood.”

      Devi’s eyes widened and Vee resolved to just lie there enjoying the edification of Devi Shankar. Her mother was seldom a student, and Vee quite enjoyed the spectacle despite the agony she was feeling.

      A commotion at the door announced the arrival of the medics who checked Vee out, placed a brace around her neck and lifted her gently onto a gurney. The medics trundled Vee and her entourage of two five floors down to the infirmary where she was shown to an empty bed.

      Over the next couple hours, she found her mother either hovering at her side, or speaking in low tones with the doctors. Over the same time, her adrenaline fled to be replaced by the throbbing agony of pain from her bruises and breaks. The fingers of her left hand felt broken, and so did a couple ribs, so it was no surprise when her doctor confirmed the injuries.

      Syama materialized at Vee’s side, a small gym bag looped over one shoulder. She dropped it on the floor beside the bed. “Change of clothes for when they discharge you.”

      They’d cut Vee’s clothes off with a pair of scissors, afraid to jar her in case of broken bones. Not long after, they’d returned to happily announce that she had a fractured rib which would heal fine and an inflamed liver, which also had a good prognosis. A slight concussion too, but Vee had already knew that from the nausea and the dizziness.

      She’d been eager to go straight home but now, three hours after her one-on-one with a reanimated oil-and-tar voodoo doll, she was still happily lounging in a hospital bed in nothing but a hospital gown and a pair of pink panties.

      So much for the badass FBI agent.
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      Vee blinked, her head snapping back as she pulled herself awake.

      Yes, she’d had her ass kicked, but she wasn’t about to sleep yet. Especially not here in the hospital.

      Where were her badge and gun? Her gaze tracked across the room, and met her mother’s concerned scrutiny. Devi’s brow furrowing even as her mouth moved in response to something the doctor had said. Then she gave the man a neutral smile, nodded, and completed her conversation.

      As she hurried over, the polite smile disappeared to be replaced with a darkness more associated with thunderclouds than dealing with daughters who’d had the crap beaten out of them.

      She was back to being the surly, unemotional mother that Vee knew all too well.

      Devi came to stand beside the bed, setting her gigantic clutch purse next to Vee. She patted it and said, “Gun and badge in here for when you need it.”

      Vee lifted a palm and waited, stifling the urge to raise a demanding eyebrow. She’d been told not to speak, and right this moment she was supremely grateful for that instruction. At least it meant less arguing with the woman.

      With a sigh, Devi relinquished the badge and the gun, which Vee handed over to Syama. She pointed a finger at the gym bag, and the girl nodded and stowed the weapon and badge.

      Devi cleared her throat. “The docs are happy for the priestesses to come by and give you a little help in the healing department. Thankfully, whatever that thing was, it didn’t look like it wanted to kill you.”

      “Certainly felt like it,” Vee said, flinching as her voice came out sounding like tires on gravel.

      Devi glared at her. “Can you obey instructions for once in your life? Shut your mouth, and keep it that way until the healers have been and gone. As much as I’d love the peace I’d gain should you not have a voice, I don’t think I could handle it if you lost it permanently. You can’t afford it. Not in your line of work.”

      There it was. That bitterness still very much alive in her mother’s heart.

      When will she ever forgive me?

      A cold voice whispered inside Vee’s mind, Perhaps when you forgive her?

      Vee swallowed and pushed the thought from her mind.

      Devi rummaged in her purse again and handed Vee her tablet and a stylus.

      How considerate.

      Vee glanced at her bandaged hand, the fingers all splinted and wrapped, two broken, one fractured, and the rest bruised and clotted and swollen. Her right hand had fared only slightly better, but thankfully had escaped breakages.

      Vee didn’t want to think about what she looked like. The throbbing of her eye and her cheekbone was enough to guarantee at least one black eye.

      Hopefully the healers would help with some of the damage, although Vee hardly thought they’d have the kind of magical touch she needed.

      Vee took the stylus with her good hand and opened the note-taking app.

      “Sorry,” she typed.

      “What for?” asked Devi, frowning.

      “The destruction. My lab.”

      Devi frowned harder. “Unless you’re telling me that you flung yourself around the place and into the furniture and the walls, then I’m not sure what the apology is for.”

      Vee looked up at her mother, held her gaze for a moment then looked away to concentrate on writing. “Did you test it?”

      Devi nodded. “The lab confirmed what Syama said. Oil, tar, silver, mercury, blood. And turmeric, of all things.”

      “Great. An Ayurvedic golem.”

      Devi snorted and so did Syama. “Can you tell me what happened?” Devi asked softly.

      The hint of tenderness in her tone threatened to topple Vee’s well-contained emotional wall. Then she swallowed hard and began tapping, detailing what had transpired. She’d reached the point of revealing the appearance of the mysterious portal, and was about to mention the appearance of the equally mysterious man, when Syama shifted, bumping into Vee’s thigh. A quick glance up at the hellhound and Vee saw her shake her head ever so slightly.

      Devi’s attention remained on the phone and Vee frowned at Syama who in turn gave her a sharper, more insistent, nod.

      Vee decided to go with her gut and wait to hear the hellhound out before revealing that truth to her mother. With a small nod, Vee returned her attention to the notepad and proceeded to erase the words mysterious man before her mother noticed.

      Then she wrote, “You need to come home. We have to talk,” and tapped the screen with the stylus. Vee glanced up and met her mother’s reluctant gaze.

      After a long moment her mother gave a short nod. “You are likely to go home today . . . so I’ll come by the house in the morning.”

      “They will send her home so soon?” asked Syama, a worried note in her voice.

      Devi nodded. “The doctors confirmed once the healers have been through, Vee should be well enough to get home. She’d need a good night’s sleep at the very least.”

      Her mother sounded so calm and collected, and for a moment Vee bristled.

      Typical of Mom to brush off my pain as something not so serious.

      But then her stomach tightened. Of course her mother would think it wasn’t all that serious. Vee always put on a brave face, was always the strong one, pushing aside Devi’s affection.

      Vee shifted in her half-inclined position and was very glad when the curtain twitched and two healers walked in. Both were dressed alike, white salwar kameez and white ash dots on their foreheads

      The two women smiled serenely and came to stand on either side of Vee, neatly displacing both Syama and Devi.

      Mother and hellhound retreated, leaving Vee to the ministrations of the two reiki masters.

      The woman on the left drew closer, her round face filled with cheer. “I’m Tilly and this is Sandra. We’re going to work on your injuries. Try to breathe and remain calm as we work.” She nodded encouragingly, and then smiled at her partner. “Shall we begin?”

      Vee glanced back to find that Tilly had aimed the question at Vee herself and was waiting for her response.

      She forced herself to smile and then nod, pain and fatigue weighing her down like a blanket of concrete.

      The women worked in concert with each other and Vee lay back, watching their auras as the colored clouds intermingled with each other. The beauty of it was entrancing, two auras dancing in perfect harmony with each other. Usually, auras bumped up against each other, an instinctive dislike of occupying the same space as the other.

      Auras were trails of energy that skimmed around the body, energy uniquely coded to its owner. It was in their own nature to clash with the auras of others, a natural response to having one’s personal space invaded. And yet the two reiki healers worked in perfect harmony, drawing each other’s energies around Vee’s own.

      She lay back and let them do their thing, glad that her mother had talented reiki masters in her service. Both women worked Vee over, head to toe and back again, their gentle no-touch massage relieving Vee’s pain and tension in an almost magical way.
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        * * *

      

      Vee barely registered it when Tilly and Sandra had left. She must have fallen asleep because, after what seemed like mere moments later, she opened her eyes, registering a distinctive change in environment.

      The spike of hospital chemicals, the hollow echo of rubber heels on soft floor tiles, the scratchy sound of plastic mattresses crunching beneath bodies as patients turned.

      All were missing.
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      Vee opened her eyes with a start, recognizing her bedroom instantly, the space sparsely lit by sunlight struggling to enter at the edges of the blackout drapes.

      She’d been brought home.

      And it was morning.

      She forced herself to take a deep breath, filling her lungs with calming air, and then releasing it slowly.

      She blinked a few times then sat up on the mattress, registering aches, pains, and thirst. She also needed to use the toilet and nobody was going to tell her otherwise. Besides, she didn’t feel like her body required the rest as much now.

      Perhaps the sleep had done her body some good.

      Vee swung her legs over the side of the bed and got to her feet, tentatively testing her weight.

      She walked slowly to her adjoining bathroom and used the facilities, washing up quickly to avoid the rumble of the pipes in the old house. It was early, probably around seven or eight, but waking times in her house was never a regimented thing what with the strange hours everyone kept.

      The house was so silent that Vee knew everyone was likely still fast asleep.

      She stood in front of the mirror, staring at her reflection. She’d probably looked way worse before the healers had worked their magic. For that she was most grateful, because even now her reflection was no pretty sight.

      Her eye was still swollen and only slightly less blackened. A giant purple bruise covered her left cheekbone, now a little more lilac and a little less indigo. Both her lips were busted, but healing well with the swelling having abated. Her throat was still bruised purple and blue, but both hues had also faded considerably.

      The bandage on her left hand was still in place, although Vee could feel her range of movement had increased exponentially since she’d left the hospital.

      Vee paused, and stared at the bandage, wriggled her fingers again. Not a twinge.

      Determined now, she tugged open the top drawer under the sink and found a pair of first-aid scissors. She cut the bandage tape off and unwound the gauze, revealing reddened, blotchy fingers.

      Flexing them slowly, she was impressed to find no twinges of pain in any of them, including the broken finger. Right beside it was another finger that had been broken many years ago. One that still managed to give her intermittent pain.

      Memories surfaced, the sounds of a crying child, the surging of a great wind, the begging of a desperate father, the crack of a breaking finger.

      Vee took a shaky breath and focused, thrusting the memories out of her mind. After running a hand—the good one—through her hair, she left the bathroom and walked gingerly through the bedroom. She needed the exercise, having felt confined these past few hours.

      Vee headed downstairs, using the back stairs to the kitchen entrance. The house was on the older side, harking back to the early nineteenth century, and possessed one of the marks of nobility—servants’ stairs.

      In the kitchen, Vee was about to make herself a cup of tea when her phone rang, announcing an incoming call from Max.

      She answered, hoping to hear he had news, and desperate to stop the loud musical, certain to disturb the sleeping household.

      “The DNA results just came back on those claw fragments,” Max’s gravely tone filled her ear. “We have human DNA.”

      “I suspected that would be the case,” murmured Vee. “Your deduction?”

      Max made a rude sound in his throat. “You know I don’t approve of conjecture, my dear.”

      Vee rolled her eyes. “Give it a whirl, Doc.”

      He sniffed, “Ok, if I must, I’d say the killer wore the claws on his own hands, accounting for cross-contamination of his DNA, or we have a human-feline hybrid murdering people on our streets.” He spoke the second option with a chuckle, but Vee knew better than to be amused.

      “Thanks, Doc,” Vee said, forcing herself to laugh in response, partially aware that her throat still hurt. “I’ll take the human-wearing-claws, thanks.”

      “I thought you’d like that better.”

      The coroner rang off and Vee stuck her phone into her pocket. She sighed as she grabbed the kettle, and was about to fill it from the faucet when an odd, muffled sound caught her ear.

      A thudding noise that sent Vee’s heart racing with trepidation. Thuds like that tended to be connected mainly to falling bodies when they hit the ground.

      Her hand went straight to her hip and she winced as her fingers grazed her ribs. No weapon, of course.

      And, oddly enough, no pain either.

      She’d expected some form of agony considering her beating, but perhaps the reiki masters had done an even better healing job than she’d thought. She’d known they were more than just reiki healers, especially with the strength of their auras.

      Definitely magical.

      Vee considered going up to her room first for her gun, then decided against it. If someone needed help, she’d be wasting precious time running upstairs for a weapon.

      She headed out of the kitchen in the direction from which the sound had emanated, and ended up searching the entire ground floor to no avail.

      Her heart thudded frantically, like a trapped bird. She was wasting time downstairs. Gritting her teeth, Vee bounded up the stairs on tiptoes, treading as lightly as she could on the squeaky floorboards.

      A soft thud echoed down the hall and she ran faster now, in the direction of Ma’s room. Her grandmother was known to wander around the house at all hours—clearly a family trait—so when Vee paused to listen at her door, she expected to hear the old woman pacing. Or at least moving around in a determined fashion.

      Because Ma never dawdled.

      But the room was dead silent, prompting Vee to try the handle and slide the door ajar a few inches.

      Through the narrow crack Vee scanned the room and studied the empty bed, the bedding strewn across the mattress. One more strange thing to add to the list because Ma was fastidious about bed-making.

      When Vee saw the bottle of water lying on the floor beside the bed, she shoved the door open and hurried inside, expecting to see her grandmother passed out on the floor.

      But the room was empty and the only thing out of place was the fallen bottle.

      Maybe Ma had gone downstairs for something?

      But Vee had just checked and hadn’t found her. What about the basement? The artifact room down there would be a possible destination, although Vee was reluctant to consider the option as Ma possessed a healthy dislike for ancient artifacts. She’d often expounded her theory that ancient objects—whether they be weapons, jewelry, or even furniture—possessed a convoluted history, crossing through time, traversing paths with others while collecting emotions along the way.

      The old woman had made a lot of sense and had managed to convince Vee, who at the tender age of ten had discovered an unfettered passion for archeology.

      After that conversation Vee had maintained a healthy respect for the past. Contrary to Ma’s intention to divert Vee’s passion, Vee’s fascination had only increased as she began to look for artifacts on the basis of the energies they collected through time.

      Vee left Ma’s room and headed down the hall. Had she also heard the sound and leaped from her bed to check it out? Possible, if not probable. Vee came to her grandmother’s living room one door down. Mac had converted a spare double bedroom into a second lounge, with a tiny kitchenette for Ma to use when her arthritis acted up.

      Vee paused on the threshold, the breath in her lungs escaping in a harsh gasp. A sofa lay on its side with the television next to it, the flat screen shattered. A wide ragged bloodstain streaked across the creme carpet, the bright red a stark contrast to the calm neutral off-white.

      Her eyes tracked the stain back to its origin-point, on the seat of the only sofa that still remained upright. A rounder, denser pattern indicated Ma may have been injured while on the sofa, or at least beside it, if she’d fallen onto it before being dragged away.

      Vee could barely breathe, her ears thundering with a sound that was a hollow echo of the horror in her heart.

      “Mac!” Vee screamed, her voice shrill and harsh, a desperate clarion call.

      She remained standing there, struggling to breathe, listening to the sounds of Mac and Syama as they scrambled from their beds, stumbling as they rushed to their doors, feet stamping hard, racing to answer her call.

      Both skidded to a stop behind her and peered over her shoulders at the scene of destruction inside Ma’s living room.

      “What the hell?” whispered Mac.

      Syama said nothing, but Vee could feel the tension flowing from her.

      A desperate fear filled Vee’s heart. She’d never survive losing her grandmother. Neither would her mother.

      We’ll find you. Ma. I promise we’ll find you. Just hang on.
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      “The blood . . .” Mac trailed off, his voice catching.

      Vee shook her head. “It’s not enough to imply a mortal wound, so it’s likely she was injured when she fought back.”

      “Sure looks like the old woman fought back.” Syama sounded impressed.

      Vee grunted. “Call Mom.” She spoke the words, unsure, and uncaring which of the two performed the task.

      Mac shifted behind her and headed off down the hall. Vee took a deep breath and concentrated on the energies around her. Closing her eyes, she centered her thoughts and inhaled slowly, accessing the auras.

      Opening her eyes, she studied the living area, now a version of the room where furniture, walls, and floor had faded in color. The only images that stood out were auras left behind by everyone who’d entered and left the room in the past few days.

      There weren’t many.

      Mac had visited with Ma three times yesterday, his aura combination of magenta and crimson, crisscrossing over itself as he came and went. He’d popped in twice for a brief chat—probably to check if she needed anything, and once to bring her dinner. He’d always been that way—kind, attentive, caring, and Ma had often said she’d been blessed to have two wonderful sons-in-law.

      Syama had come in twice, and judging from the intensity of both their auras, probably to update Ma on Vee’s incident at the lab.

      The hellhound-girl’s feedback was an odd blend of black, gray, and red, and Vee had learned slowly that the different supernatural creatures possessed varying types of auras which required a separate understanding to be able to read them correctly.

      Other than Syama and Mac, there were two other aura imprints in the room. One belonging to her grandmother and another that sent a chill deep into her heart.

      She’d seen the auras of evil before, deep dense darkness that seemed to eat into the soul even though all you did was look upon it.

      Right now, Vee stared at the mysterious human-shaped darkness that hovered in the air, leaving behind a pattern of movement that gave Vee a clear idea of what had transpired within the room.

      Ma had opened a book she’d been reading, The History of The Mother Goddess: from Early Asia to Modern Times, and had been reaching for her glasses on the table beside her.

      A dark form had entered but Ma had been oblivious as she’d flipped through the pages looking for her bookmark. She’d just settled down to read when something must have caught her attention and she’d looked up. The expression of horror on her face struck Vee deep in her gut, like the plunging blade of a hot knife.

      Ma stumbled to her feet, and though she opened her mouth to say something, she’d never been given the chance. The darkness reached out and hit her hard. She fell, the blow dropping her to the floor so close to the corner of the low glass coffee table that her forehead bounced off it like a ball.

      She fell to the ground, blood seeping from a deep gash in her hairline. This Vee could make out because blood had its very own strength of aura depending on its owner. Ma’s essence was a deep purple and her blood was an even more potent shade, something close to aubergine.

      Ma struggled to her feet, her body tilting as she blinked from the pain. She yelled something to the intruder and received a second blow to the face, this time sending her backward. She toppled onto the sofa, her head bouncing onto the fabric, leaving a large stain from the broken skin on her forehead.

      The shadow closed in, standing over her, and whatever he said made the old woman angry. She lifted her head, her expression furious, and Vee knew her response wouldn’t have been meek or mild.

      The shadow lifted his hand, wielding some sort of magic that lifted Ma’s body into the air, allowing her to hover three feet off the ground.

      Then, both the black shadow and Vee’s injured grandmother disappeared into thin air, taking their aural imprints with them.

      Vee swallowed hard despite the pain the action caused her.

      “What happened?” asked Syama who’d remained preternaturally quiet as Vee had scanned the room.

      Vee let out a sigh and gave her bodyguard an irritated glance. “Someone took her.”

      “I have eyes,” Syama said, rolling those eyes. “Who took her?”

      Vee looked back at the disaster within the room. “Something very big, very black, and very bad.”
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        * * *

      

      Vee and Syama left the room and headed downstairs where Mac was busying himself making coffee. Vee knew he fussed and fiddled because he couldn’t keep his hands still. A sure sign that he was upset.

      Vee opened her mouth, instinctively wanting to offer him some verbal support because she knew he’d grown close to her grandmother.

      Before she could say a word, the doorbell rang. Vee looked at Syama who turned on her heel with a low growl that sounded all too much like her hellhound self.

      Even though she still had her own key, Devi never entered the house without ringing the bell. Vee wasn’t sure if it was pride, inadequacy, or guilt, but her mother made herself unwelcome with her own actions. Considering Ma lived with Vee instead of with her own daughter, Vee wondered if there’d been added friction between them that could have exacerbated the current family tensions.

      Mac was dropping gingerbread biscuits onto a plate when Syama led Devi into the silent kitchen. She stood there for a moment, the drip-drip of the tap loud enough to compete with the hum of the refrigerator and the tick-tock of the old clock on the wall above it.

      Mac looked up and smiled at his estranged wife, his expression gentle and loving as he walked over to her and kissed her cheek. Devi submitted, closing her eyes and leaning into the kiss, and for a moment Vee felt sorry for her.

      Then she steeled herself.

      Devi had left of her own accord, for her own screwed-up reasons. Neither her mother, nor her husband, had seen fit to go with her. For Vee it had never been an option. Not once did she ever think of mending the broken threads, of fixing what had gone wrong because really, how well could you fix cold-blooded murderer?

      Mac said something to Devi and she nodded, reminding Vee of how much he still cared for her mother. Why the man had remained despite the separation, Vee had no idea. He could have left and found someone else, made a family of his own, and yet he’d stayed and been as much a father to Vee as any real one would have been.

      “What happened?” Devi asked, her eyes glistening.

      Vee swallowed. “Some kind of entity, something black and almost ethereal, took her. She . . . she didn’t have a chance.”

      “Was she . . . was she alive?” Devi’s voice broke and she looked away, clapping her hand over her mouth as if to hold back a sob. She blinked rapidly then faced Vee with liquid eyes.

      Vee nodded. “Yeah. He banged her up pretty good though. She hit her head on the coffee table, hence the blood, but she wasn’t bleeding out or anything. She was furious and she still had her wits about her.”

      Devi laughed dryly. “That sounds like Ma.”

      Vee didn’t respond, just reached for a cup and filled it automatically.

      I’m turning into Mac, she laughed to herself.

      The coffee went down warm, soothing her throat. It was still so swollen that every time she swallowed it felt like she was eating jagged shards of glass.

      Mac handed a cup to Vee’s mother but she declined. “I want to see it.”

      He nodded and led her out of the kitchen, holding her gently by the elbow as if she was about to keel over.

      Vee shook her head, glanced at Syama who returned the look with a weary, put-upon glare of her own.

      Both girls followed Vee’s parents out into the hall, and almost walked right into their backs when they came to an abrupt stop.

      Vee peered over her mother’s shoulder, “Are you ok?”

      When she received no answer, Vee walked around her mother, sliding through the narrow space between Devi’s arm and the wall. Vee was about to complain when her eyes fell on the box in the entry hall.

      Her heart went cold and her throat closed as she stared at the box.

      A duplicate of the first box she’d received yesterday morning, it sat ominously in the center of the carpet.

      “What the hell? Is this place Grand Central Station for every supernatural bad guy all of a sudden?” Vee planted her hands on her hips, winced at the slight twinge of pain as her fingers grazed her damaged ribs, then dropped her hands.

      She suppressed a growl of irritation and glanced at her mother, who was currently staring at the box as if she’d seen a ghost. Devi let out a soft breath before asking, “You got one, too?”

      “Too?” Vee’s jaw dropped. She rounded on her mother, her eyes wide. “You got one as well?”

      Devi nodded, her eyes still fixed on the box.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Vee’s voice was scratchy and sounded ridiculous considering she was supposed to be angry and indignant.

      Devi sighed, lifted her hands, and then dropped them to her sides in defeat. “I hadn’t realized you’d received one too.” She began to pace, her hands on her hips, her eyes raised to the ceiling, despair in her expression. She sighed, “It wasn’t something I thought I should talk about.”

      Vee threw her hands in the air, frustrated and annoyed. “That’s why I came to see you yesterday . . . because of the box I received yesterday morning.”

      Devi dragged her eyes from the box and stared at Vee. “What did you receive?” She appeared totally oblivious to Vee’s frustration.

      Instinctively, Vee wanted to tell her mother to reveal what she’d received first, but then she accepted that it would be childish and immature.

      She inhaled and turned on her heel, headed to the box and lifted it off the carpet. She didn’t particularly want to open it. Not in the wake of her grandmother’s disappearance. Her stomach was as hard as granite as her mind raced through the possibilities of what the box could contain.

      Then she looked up at her mother. “Let’s go downstairs.”

      Devi nodded and led the way, with Mac giving Vee a worried glance as he followed his wife.

      Vee shook her head and stared at the box in her hand, fear gripping her heart like a fiery hand.

      Syama patted her shoulder, bringing Vee to her senses. She glanced up to offer the hellhound a grateful smile but received a cold glare instead. Vee suppressed the urge to shake her head, and followed her parents downstairs to the artifact room. The door was open when she reached the bottom of the stairs and she and Syama slipped inside.

      Syama shut the door behind them and Vee paused.

      The light from the table glowed, turning both Mac and Devi into gray-faced zombies. Vee headed to the table, placing the box on the glass surface with extra care.

      She still didn’t want to open it.

      “This is what I got yesterday morning.” Vee reached for the box which she’d left on the side of the table. She’d put the contents safely away after Mac and Ma had had a look, partly out of habit, partly so she didn’t have to keep looking at them.

      Now she pulled the box front and center so her mother could get a good look.

      Devi reached for the lid, her hand quivering as it hovered above the carved box. Her shoulders rose as she inhaled slowly and she tipped open the lid to reveal the pendant, encased in a zip-lock plastic bag.

      She stared at it, frozen in place, the color from her face draining.

      Then she reached for the card, held it close to read the single word written on it, then placed it back with a shaking hand.

      Clearing her throat, Devi dropped the lid, and looked up at Vee, her expression now inscrutable. Vee was about to ask what she thought when her mother turned to her handbag, and dug inside it for a small drawstring bag.

      She set the black fabric bag on the table and rolled the sides down to reveal a box identical to Vee’s. Without a word, she opened the lid, and this time her hand didn’t shake as she revealed the contents.

      A gold ring gleamed from the center of the box, set on a bed of black silk. It, too, had been encased within a small plastic evidence packet. Vee leaned closer and stared at the ring.

      A wedding ring.

      A glance up and she met her mother’s gaze. “Dad’s?”

      Devi nodded.

      A similar card lay beside the ring, the same card stock paper, the same angrily written Sanskrit word.

      vairaniryātana: revenge.

      Vee closed the lid and slid the box back toward her mother, unable to look at the ring any longer. She didn’t want to look up at Mac’s face either.

      What would he be thinking right now?

      She took a deep breath and focused on the latest delivery. The dense silence in the room made Vee aware that everyone had held their breath in anticipation of viewing the contents.

      An anticipation filled with fear.

      She reached out and used her forefinger to open the lid carefully, slowly.

      Ice trickled down Vee’s spine as she stared at the object inside the box. A lock of white hair lay curled up on the center of a blue silk lining.

      Four exhalations of relief filled the room.

      This box, too, contained a white card on which a short note had been written in angry, half-formed letters.

      
        
        If you want her alive, come for her.

        Midnight, tonight.
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      “Who wants revenge?”

      Vee’s voice rang out in the silent room. Devi was staring at the destruction of her mother’s living room, and though Vee understood that her mother must be pretty torn apart, she knew there was no time to waste.

      Devi didn’t answer.

      “Who wants revenge? And what does this have to do with Dad?” Vee asked again, and this time her voice rose a couple of octaves.

      Could anyone blame her when her mother refused to answer?

      At last Devi sighed and said, “The answer to that is . . . a list a mile long. Any number of demons, Asuras, and sorcerers would be on that list. Your father didn’t waste much time in making enemies.”

      She let out a second sigh, reached for her phone, and called in the CSI team from her office.

      For the first time in her life Vee was relieved that her parents ran such a well-organized company. Weapons, forensics, transport tech, intelligence and security. Only each one of those departments was a cover for the supernatural.

      And Vee had been meant to go into the family business, putting her mechanical and chemical engineering degrees to good use. But her decision to join the FBI had caused almost as much friction between her and her mother as her father’s death.

      But now there was more to their friction than a dead father and a career path disagreement. Her grandmother was missing and injured. Who knew how bad those injuries were? Had she survived her wounds? Had she bled out already?

      All those thoughts and more were vying for space within Vee’s frantic mind. But one thing was painfully clear—she and her mother needed to work together in order to get her grandmother back.

      A bitter pill to swallow, but swallow it she would.

      Mac walked over to Devi. “Let’s wait downstairs until CSI comes.” Devi studied his face.

      Vee knew what Mac was doing and for a moment her mother’s eyes narrowed, the muscles at the corner of her mouth tightened the tiniest fraction, as if she was about to tell him to stay out of it because it was none of his business.

      Then her shoulders relaxed and her lips curved into a grateful smile. Vee’s eyebrows rose at her mother’s capitulation. Usually the woman would consider such an act an abominable sign of weakness.

      But when it related directly to her own mother, Devi Shankar was too vulnerable for her own good.

      After they found seats around the dining room table, they sat in silence as Mac did his tea-and-coffee thing again. He placed a cup of tea and a plate of gingerbread biscuits in front of Vee. She stared at them, wondering when she was going to explain to him how much she hated ginger in any form.

      Her mom was studying the biscuits too, and when she raised her eyes there was a question in them, clearly mirroring Vee’s own thoughts. Thankfully, her mother didn’t say anything as Mac served and then seated himself.

      As soon as everyone lifted their cups, Vee said, “I’m going.”

      Devi nodded. “I’ll come with you.”

      “No, you won’t.” Although Vee had intended to remain calm as she spoke, her voice came out sharp and hard. “The card was addressed only to me.”

      Devi flinched, then her eyes clouded over with anger. “Vee. You are not going to be able to talk me out of it. This is also about me. It’s my mother—”

      Vee leaned forward. “Do you want to endanger her life by not following their instructions to the letter?” Vee shook her head. “This is an abduction case. The perpetrator may just be far more magical than your average cop or FBI agent, but it’s still hostage negotiation. I know the routine. We can’t do anything to jeopardize her safety and he’s already proven to be volatile. What if he’s the same psycho who attacked me in the lab? That could have been a warning.”

      She stared her mother down hard, watching as Devi’s emotions ranged from anger to frustration to fear. At last Devi let out a soft sigh. “You have a point, but it doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      Vee inhaled slowly, glad that she didn’t have to fight with her mother at such a crucial time. Her mother’s acquiescence also made her feel bad considering she hadn’t yet told Devi the rest of what had transpired in that lab.

      Vee sighed and sank back in her chair. “You need to hear this.” Somewhere between the moment she’d found her grandmother’s bloodstained room and now, Vee realized that whatever friction existed between her and her mother had to be set aside.

      If just for now.

      When Mac had seated himself, with Syama following suit, Vee said, “The attack in the lab was more than just an unknown assailant appearing out of the blue.” Devi’s features tightened and Vee knew why. When it came to her family, her mother hated lies, or misinformation of any kind.

      Another black mark against Vee’s name.

      “After that golem thing had beaten the crap out of me, and the portal appeared, a man stepped out of it. He looked like a god or an asura. His aura was stunning, especially to my perception, but I managed to detect some sense of his being, and it was definitely immortal.”

      Devi nodded and sat back.

      “I’m thinking it means we have a god after our blood. Or at least one who is after my blood.”

      Devi’s forehead creased.

      “What are you thinking?” Vee asked.

      “That the golem and Ma’s disappearance must be connected somehow.”

      Vee nodded. “Only one way to find out.”

      Devi shifted forward, and from the hesitation in her eyes Vee knew she was about to say something to discourage her. Then her mother’s expression softened. “Get some rest before you go, okay?”

      Vee nodded, feeling a little flushed. Her mother had shown concern for her well-being, and it threw her for a loop.

      When Devi said, “We can’t afford for anything to go wrong because you were off your game,” Vee sighed and suppressed a roll of her eyes. Typical of her mother to show more concern for the success of an op than her daughter’s safety.

      Vee inhaled, got to her feet, and nodded at her mother. “I’ve got a full day ahead of me. I’ll be here by ten tonight in case you want to be here. Otherwise I’ll call you to let you know when we head out.”

      Without waiting for a response, Vee stalked out of the room and headed upstairs.

      Remembering Max’s call and confirmation, she considered giving Rossi a heads-up on the case.

      And maybe she should bring him in on her personal situation. Maybe the agency could offer some much-needed help.

      Then Vee shook her head. She couldn’t jeopardize her grandmother’s life, even if she could use the extra backup.

      She’d bring Rossi in after she met the mystery kidnapper.

      For now, she was on her own.
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      After a careful shower in which Vee studied her multi-colored bruises, Vee dressed in jeans, black shirt and jacket, and slid her badge into her waistband.

      She’d just tucked her Glock into her holster and was attempting to tame her long hair, when her phone rang, the strident sound scraping at her eardrums like razor-sharp nails.

      She was tired, and mentally drained. Not in the mood for work, or for Rossi—despite the best of her intentions.

      She answered and listened to Rossi’s deep tones. “Agent Shankar, we have another death. South Mountain Reservation outside New York City. Take Route 510 through the middle of the park.”

      Vee froze. Another killing. “I’ll leave as soon as I have the coordinates.”

      “Already sent,” he said as her phone buzzed to announce the receipt. “Should take you forty minutes to get there.”

      “Whose jurisdiction?” asked Vee. “Should be ours now that it looks like serial, right?”

      Rossi cleared his throat. “It should be. But as a matter of interdepartmental courtesy, let’s keep going forward as if the case is shared.”

      Vee raised her eyebrows. Sharing wasn’t something Rossi usually did. “Are we sharing information as well?”

      “Not at this stage. You are welcome to share the extraneous details, but I’d prefer we keep our cards close to our chests on this.”

      “Yes, sir,” Vee answered. Despite the anticipation of looking at the crime scene, she felt a deep disappointment that their hands had been tied and they hadn’t progressed enough to avoid a new victim in the first place.

      Plus, her midnight appointment hung over her like a dark, threatening cloud.

      “Any leads?” Rossi asked, breaking into her thoughts.

      “So far, only the DNA results, which are a concern.”

      “How so?”

      “Max reported traces of human DNA found on what he confirmed as particles broken off from a lion’s claw.”

      Rossi was oddly silent and Vee decided to keep going.

      “It’s possible the killer wore the claws of a lion, which would explain the presence of lion and human DNA.”

      “And from what you already ascertained, the killer was human?”

      Vee swallowed, knowing she was holding back, but she’d already decided to play her own cards close to her chest. At least until she was more certain of the species of the killer. “Yeah. Unless he was a bipedal lion, he’s human.”

      Rossi’s chuckle was one that said he wouldn’t be surprised if it was.
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        * * *

      

      Vee arrived with Syama at the scene, far enough from the gathered cops to ensure some privacy. They’d had to drive out to the scene this time.

      The lack of a vehicle when she arrived on scene was easily explained away within the maze of streets that was New York City, but out here, where country met suburbia, Vee would have to answer questions on her mode of transport if she turned up without wheels.

      Her FBI supernatural division was off the books, so calling attention to herself in any way wouldn’t be good. Not when Monroe was already wary of her involvement in any of their cases. She had Chief Clyde’s support—so far—but that was one advantage she wasn’t about to destroy by being stupid.

      Vee pulled over a few yards away from the last police vehicle, its lights flashing red and blue and casting a macabre glow on the wet blacktop.

      The body had been found in a shallow ditch along Route 510 heading through the middle of the park. The ditch, being lower than ground level, was invisible from the road, and wouldn’t have drawn any attention had it not been for a chance discovery.

      Vee got out of the car, leaving it open long enough for Syama to alight in her hellhound form. She’d remain invisible, scenting her way through the scene to report later what she’d picked up.

      Vee shut the door, and walked along the shallow grass-covered bank, taking care where she stepped. The ground, soft from the rain, would hold footprints all too well, both a good and a bad thing--especially with half the force running around the place.

      The best thing about Monroe was she was a stickler for procedure.

      Vee reached the narrow pathway that led to the scene, demarcated by the bobbing heads of a half-dozen cops around twenty yards away.

      The ground had been covered with plastic tiles which sat a few inches from the ground, allowing for access to the site while still ensuring the evidence remained untainted—as much as was possible.

      Vee was tempted to scan the pathway now before reaching the scene but decided against any delay. If she was taking the lead, then she’d need to waste as little time as possible.

      Besides, Monroe would have expected her to be there before she made the call to Rossi. Vee followed the covered pathway over and down the bank and into the long narrow ditch.

      The plastic tiles paved her way along the base of the gully and led her to Monroe, where the detective stood, directing her team.

      Vee came to a stop beside the redhead and gave her a cool nod. She would have shaken the woman’s hand, but instead Monroe handed her a pair of white latex gloves.

      Though Vee had a pair of her own inside her jacket pocket she took the ones Monroe offered and snapped them on. “What do we have?” Vee had found that using the words we and us on a semi-joint case made the local LEOs a little less resentful.

      Monroe nodded, a slight twist of her lips acknowledging Vee’s attempt. “Motorist stopped to take a piss. Got an eyeful instead. Tossed his cookies over there by the tree.” She pointed her pen back in the direction of the road. “He called it in as soon as he stopped puking his guts. I got here within ten. Called you before I left the station.”

      “How did you know it was ours?”

      Monroe tipped her head in the direction of the road. “Motorist took a picture for the cops. Texted it over to the station. We knew before we left.” She jerked her chin at Vee’s phone. “You should have a copy by now.”

      Vee nodded. “I’d rather not see it in a photograph. I prefer to study the scene fresh.” She glanced around, seeing no body, and stiffening.

      Just as her blood pressure began to rise, Monroe snorted. “Don’t go getting your panties in a bunch. He’s around the bend up ahead. I figured we’d be better off working a few feet away from the scene instead of messing around on top of it.”

      Vee nodded. “I like the plastic floor tiles. Smart.”

      Monroe nodded but didn’t say anything more. Vee walked off down the gulley, listening to the clacking of Syama’s claws on the plastic tiles as they rounded the bend. Two cops stood on either side of the tented scene, both occupying positions on higher ground, one on each of the banks on either side of the ditch.

      A large tent had been erected, covering a ten-by-ten foot space and protecting the scene from rain and debris.

      Lights were on, focused on the body, and Vee stepped beneath the tent, inhaling the copper-laden air in one breath. She sniffed and glanced at Syama who whuffed, giving Vee a dark glare.

      Two people occupied the tent, one snapping photos, the other standing and scribbling notes on a clipboard. Jo and Max greeted Vee with lukewarm smiles and nods, then continued with their tasks.

      Vee stepped closer and stared at the body.

      A young man, late teens to early twenties. Jogger—running shoes, smartwatch hanging loosely from his wrist, empty phone-strap wrapped around one bicep, water bottle at his hip. He wasn’t small, either. Bulked up, well-muscled, thighs twice the size of Vee’s.

      The attacker had done a number on him. He looked like he’d been mauled by a bear. Or worse.

      Vee made a circuit around the body, studying it from every angle, the empty space where the heart should have been, the guts hanging out of the abdomen, filling the air with its acrid sour stench, the blood staining the body and pooling at its sides.

      Vee returned to where she’d started and took the scene in using her aural senses.

      A mere blink later, the tent took on an entirely different look, drab grays and blacks overlaid with a bright amalgam of color that were the auras left behind by people who’d passed this way.

      Syama trotted away, following a scent Vee could see. She watched as the hellhound sniffed and loped along, disappearing around the bend in the ditch.

      Vee inhaled slowly and focused. It was always a little complicated filtering through the auras of the CSI techs and the attending cops, but soon Vee had dismissed their feedbacks and was now focused on the people who’d come by before the policemen had arrived.

      She identified the imprints of the motorist—who hadn’t taken a look from afar, as he’d reported. He’d come the same way Vee had, peering at the body, curious, concerned, or nosy, Vee couldn’t tell.

      He’d lifted a branch from the floor of the ditch—stupid, considering it was evidence and now had his DNA all over it—and stepped closer to lift something away, clothing perhaps, or a covering of some sort. He swiped a few times and then straightened.

      Had the victim been hidden by something? Vee couldn’t tell. Though solid objects left an imprint, the elements hadn’t helped to retain them, the rain would have deteriorated the residual images faster for anything inanimate.

      It was the existence of life, coupled with emotion that allowed for a longer lasting aura.

      Though the victim was technically without life, which would thereby imply there shouldn’t be an aura, he had in fact died under terrible circumstances, the murder having elicited intense emotional reactions—shock, terror, regret.

      Intense emotions amplified the residual imprints of the auras, helping the victim’s already fading aura remain strong for days, and sometimes even months. The claim that the dead haunted the place of their passing was true, but more in the sense of their aural imprints. Often trauma can cause an aural imprint to remain powerful enough for susceptible people to see it clearly. Et voila: ghosts.

      Now, Vee studied the witness, whose horror was evident in the dark tones of his aura. Whatever he’d seen had shocked him so badly that he’d dropped the branch, his arms wind-milling back as he fell onto the incline on his ass and slid down to the floor of the gully.

      After that, he’d scrambled to his feet, teetered as if about to faint, then hightailed it back to the road where Vee knew he’d lost the battle with the contents of his stomach.

      She shook her head. Bumbling idiot. He’d likely compromised some of the evidence with both his nosiness and his lies.

      Vee looked beyond him, focusing on earlier in the day, before the motorist arrived on scene.

      The residual aura of a deer appeared. Gray and gold lines emanating from the animal. She was following along the base of the gully, her head down, her aura curious and light. Her imprints shifted darker when she saw the body, her emotions increasing in intensity. She hesitated, sniffed, eyes wide as she watched, as still as a statue.

      Then she moved back a few feet, turned around and trotted off. Had she sensed that something else was going on here beyond just the natural predator-prey scenario? Or had she decided to leave while she was still safe?

      Filtering down to the remaining auras that were still fresh enough to have passed by after the murder, Vee watched a vagrant slide down the bank into the ditch and rifle through the victim’s pockets, making off with a wallet and whatever money was inside.

      Before he’d left he’d paused to consider the shoes. He’d gone so far as to lean over and untie the laces, but then he’d paused again and changed his mind.

      Vee suspected the running shoes were too small, as the vagrant had left, shaking his head in annoyance, his aura intense.

      As he fled her eyes skimmed the scene again and she frowned. Earlier, when she’d first seen him, the jogger had worn a phone in the now-empty armband strapped to his left bicep.

      Vee felt a wave of pity for the man. Although her instinct was to judge him for stealing clothing from the dead, she understood. What she didn’t understand was that he’d taken the victim’s phone but hadn’t called for help at all.

      Perhaps he had, though.

      Vee acknowledged that she could still be wrong about him and perhaps he had logged a call.

      And, seeing as the victim had a smartwatch, chances were his phone was smart too, so it wouldn’t be too hard for Agent Brent Cadiz back at HQ to run a trace on the serial number and ID the owner.

      Vee paused for a moment to study the watch which dangled from the jogger’s wrist. Had the band been broken in the struggle?

      Then she rolled her shoulders and continued her search.

      Before the vagrant, the gully had remained silent for a while; nothing had happened until three figures approached along the gully. Two men, their body language standoffish as they waited for the jogger who approached from the other end of the gully. He paused to run in place waiting, probably expecting them to walk past him in single file.

      His aura reflected shock as the shorter man lashed out, catching the jogger in the middle of his abdomen. The second man waited, a small cooler in his grasp, his body language expectant.

      The attacker’s aura shimmered, the outline of his form pulsing until it began to spread like an amorphous cloud, tendrils dancing around him, intertwining and encasing him.

      And then Vee saw it clearly, even heard herself gasp at the sight. High brows, wide catlike eyes, sharp jutting cheekbones and a wide chin. But the nose made Vee hold her breath as if the sight of it, the recognition of it, would swipe the image away like a hand through smoke.

      Vee focused on the nose, more a snout with wide dark nostrils, on the hair framing his face like a mane, and the ears, tufted and pointed. Each aspect on its own was neither frightening nor garish. But put together, it was the face of a monster.

      The face of the lion-headed man would haunt her for days to come. The clawed hand rising into the air, the grimace, canines flashing as he slammed his claws into the innocent man’s stomach.

      Heat flared at the victim’s abdomen and Vee understood it to mean an injury which had shed a significant amount of blood instantly.

      The attack was unexpected, but quick. And Vee was unable to look away.

      The image of the killer was seared into Vee’s brain.

      A lion-shifter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Vee blinked away her shock, and concentrated on the aura trails.

      After he’d taken the man’s heart, the lion-shifter’s companion had then gutted him, leaving him to bleed out.

      Then he’d opened the small cooler box he’d been carrying and waited as the shifter placed the heart inside it. The attacker’s blood-drenched fingerprints had covered the handle and the lid of the cooler but he hadn’t seemed to care.

      The two had left while the victim’s body had cooled. That had been almost six hours ago. Long enough for their trail to have died, but not long enough that Vee wouldn’t be able to follow them.

      The fresh blood would have been enough to track them but given their location, she’d only be able to go as far as the road. Had that been their intention?

      Frustrated, Vee relaxed and closed her eyes, taking a deep calming breath and focusing on her physical senses. It was actually possible to go cross-eyed with both aural and natural vision overlapping each other, and confusing the hell out of her.

      When she opened her eyes she found Max watching her.

      Vee gave him a small guilty smile.

      “What can you tell us?” His tone was calm, and matter-of-fact, as if a woman standing in the middle of a crime scene scanning the details with her eyes closed was the most normal thing in the world.

      Vee sighed and began to walk him through what she’d seen that would be relevant to his investigations.

      “There’s contamination of the body by soil,” she said as she pointed at the branch, tagged with a little red flag, “and that broken branch. The branch was introduced to the scene post-mortem, so it will have no impact on your autopsy.”

      Max flashed her a frown, but nodded and made a few notes on his clipboard.

      Vee’s attention had drifted to the jogger, her eyes falling on the lopsided watch. “You should find some form of DNA within the wound that doesn’t belong to the victim.”

      Vee sighed. She’d never needed to explain to Max how she knew these things, and she was glad she didn’t have to field questions either from him or Jo. She knew she’d find it hard to lie to them.

      The coroner glanced up at Vee. “You want to attend this autopsy as well?”

      Vee shook her head. “I might not have the time. You go on without me. Just let me know what you find.”

      He nodded absently, his mind already on the case.

      Vee thanked him though she was sure he’d heard the impatience in her tone. Results from biological testing took far too long. She supposed she should be glad they used tech from Shankar R&D that was—unknown to them—enhanced just enough to speed through the blood, saliva, and semen screening and identification process.

      Now that Vee had obtained a good idea of the species of her killer, she’d be far more able to track him down. The supernatural community was small enough that she’d be able to find someone to question soon enough.

      She left the coroner and his assistant under the tent, then tracked the auras to complete her understanding of the killer’s movements. She followed them along the gully prior to, and after, the killing.

      Then, Vee headed back to Monroe who was talking in measured tones on her phone, most likely to the chief who liked to be kept informed.

      She slowed to a stop at the detective’s side. Monroe rang off and slid her phone into her jacket pocket. She glanced back in the direction of the tent, then studied Vee’s face. “What do you think?”

      Vee took a breath and shifted her gaze from the woman’s piercing eyes to the now whittled down number of policemen covering the scene.

      “Your witness lied.” Monroe didn’t even blink in response. “He didn’t just see, vomit, and call it in like he said. He would have noticed the body from the rise up ahead. Whatever he saw drew his attention enough that he approached the crime scene. He went up to the body, found a branch, and used it to lift something off the victim. Hard to say what.”

      Monroe nodded, though her eyes had widened at the mention of the wooden branch. “We flagged the branch as a possible murder weapon.”

      “I saw,” Vee murmured, “but it isn’t. The branch was introduced to the scene by the good Samaritan.” Vee used air quotes when she said the phrase “good Samaritan.”

      “Stupid bastard.”

      Vee didn’t disagree. “Was the victim covered in anything?” she asked. “Like a rug or a tarp?”

      Monroe nodded, paused then shook her head, “Yes, covered. But not a rug or tarp.” She waved Vee over and pointed at a bag filled with blood-stained leaves. “They were all over the body, covering his face and even the wounds. Possible the killer tried to conceal?”

      Vee studied the overhanging trees and shook her head. “I don’t believe so. These trees are filled with dry leaves. A good breeze would shake them loose. I think there’s no conspiracy when it comes to the leaves.” She pursed her lips.

      Monroe looked at Vee, then studied the bagged leaves. Then she looked back, gave a nod and set the bag back into the evidence box at her feet. “One less thing to worry about. But I won’t be disregarding it until we know for sure.”

      Vee was staring off into the distance already thinking about the rest of the evidence she’d noticed. “There’s a bunch of handprints and gouges in the sand along the edge of the gully…”

      “Yeah. We’ve had them casted and bagged. The gouges were ass-impressions.”

      Vee nodded. “They’re from our motorist. He fell when he saw the state of the victim’s guts.”

      Monroe’s eyes narrowed. “You’re just shooting all my . . . our evidence outta the water.”

      Her words spoke of irritation, but her tone said something else. Admiration? Respect? Maybe a little envy.

      If she only knew how Vee got her “hunches,” she would so not be impressed.

      Monroe grunted and rocked back and forth on her heels. “We need all the help we can get here. The ground is wet, the rain’s been intermittent. And the area is prone to flooding. Probably something the killer had counted on.”

      “Guess we should be thankful for the leaves. By covering the body they would have protected the evidence.”

      Monroe nodded, giving the overcast sky a wary glance. “We’re going to get everything bagged and tagged, and get right outta here. Got about an hour before the skies open on us. Don’t want to get washed away along with all the evidence.”

      Was that meant to be a joke?

      Vee gave the woman a second glance, but decided not to get too familiar. Monroe was usually edgy, prone to shift the blame for anything that went wrong onto the FBI, and had historically been critical of Vee herself.

      For now, Vee wasn’t ready to progress to BFF stage just yet.

      Vee said her goodbyes and asked to be kept in the loop. Then she headed back to the car where she paused and studied the grass verge and the road.

      The clacking of claws on the blacktop confirmed Syama’s return, and Vee hoped that she’d at least have uncovered something important.

      Vee leaned against the car and slipped into her aura-scanning mode, studying the roadside up and down until she tracked everyone’s movements back to after the jogger had been killed. The vagrant hadn’t come this way, and had likely taken a path within the forest beyond the ditch.

      The motorist’s movements tracked back to his car where he’d made a call to 911, paced the ground, and then opened his car door. He’d remained in the seat until the cops had arrived.

      Vee moved further back to follow the killer and his companion out of the forest, suppressing a shiver—the idea of crossing over aura imprints felt a little like what Vee imagined walking through a ghost would be.

      The killers emerged from the tree-line, checked the road as if expecting someone, then moved back within the shadows of the overhanging branches. Vee pushed away from the car and got to her feet. She followed the residual auras to the spot where the pair had stood and waited.

      Then the auras, one bronze, the other a gray-blue, wavered.

      Vee sucked in a shocked breath as they disappeared into thin air.
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      Vee drove back to the city, her mind buzzing.

      “You know you shouldn’t really be surprised that happened.”

      Syama, the voice of reason.

      Vee snorted. “Pray tell why?”

      Syama shrugged. “Because this is just escalating to a whole new level. We’ve never seen anything like that before. Not from criminals.”

      Vee raised her eyebrows. “We?” Vee waved her finger between her chest and Syama’s. “We haven’t been a we for more than a month.”

      “Which is relevant how?” asked Syama, her eyes glittering.

      Vee let out an irritated huff. “You don’t even want to be here.”

      “Beside the point.” When Vee gave her a dirty look, Syama smirked. “May as well make the best of a bad situation.”

      “Where did you learn that? Boarding school?”

      Syama tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I’ll have you know, Mrs. Kumar was the best principal a girl like me could ask for.”

      Vee refrained from rolling her eyes. Although she wasn’t entirely sure she believed the girl’s claims about boarding school—since she wasn’t exactly sure what the multiple levels of hell really were like—she didn’t have time to think about it.

      She’d leave it for a later time.

      For now, she had a stop to make. One that was going to set Syama on edge more than she already was.

      As Vee took a left on the highway to the center of the city, Syama perked up. “Not going home, are we?” She peered out of the window, watching the road. When Vee didn’t reply she glanced over and glared at her. “It better not be somewhere that I have to go in hellhound form.”

      Vee shook her head sadly. “I’m not sure how you can dislike being in your natural form.”

      “It’s not my natural form,” Syama snapped. “Both human and hellhound are my natural forms. But I prefer human because I’m more in control. What is my animal form good for besides turning invisible and—?” She lifted the left side of her upper lip, revealed a canine and growled.

      Vee burst out laughing and was glad to see that Syama too was amused enough to grin. “Fine, you can come with me but you have to promise not to speak. And keep a rein on that temper of yours.”

      “Deal.” Vee didn’t respond. “So . . . where are we going?” Syama peered out of the windscreen in mock anticipation.

      “God, you’re worse than a ten-year-old.”

      Syama let out a low unholy growl that lifted the hairs on the back of Vee’s neck. Then she flung herself against the backrest and folded her arms. For all her experience and fighting skills, Vee had to remind herself that the girl was still just a girl. In hellhound terms, she was still a baby and in human equivalent she’d be eighteen or nineteen at the most. Definitely still on the young side.

      Not to mention she’d been tossed earth-side as punishment—the details of which Syama had yet to reveal.

      When Vee pulled up outside the Horizon Building, Syama let out a second growl, this one infinitely more dangerous.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      Vee gritted her teeth and jumped from the car valet, handing her keys to the car attendant and stalking to the entrance without looking back. Syama would follow because there was no way she’d sit in the car waiting while the action happened elsewhere. She’d go even if she was a reluctant participant in said action.

      Vee entered the gleaming gold-and-black marble lobby and headed to the bank of gold elevators.

      Inside, she punched the penthouse button and kept the doors open only long enough for Syama to slide inside milliseconds before they closed.

      Syama gave her a dirty look and leaned against the back wall of the elevator, glaring at Vee’s back. This, Vee could see in the four mirrored walls of the lift.

      Vee pursed her lips and ignored the girl, her mind spinning on the decision.

      “I hope you are going to be happy with the price she asks.”

      Vee stared at Syama in the reflection of the mirror. “She owes me.”

      “And you really think she works that way?”

      “She damned well better. Or I won’t be helping her anymore.” Vee gave a nod, flexing her fingers. They’d healed so well she’d barely noticed the slight twinge of pain every now and then.

      “Why?” Syama’s angry question brought Vee’s gaze back up to the hellhound’s indignant reflection. “Demon bounty-hunting not floating your boat anymore?” Syama’s tone was cool as she shot the words out like barbed arrows.

      Vee sighed. “I don’t do that anymore.”

      “Ooh. A changed woman, are we?”

      Vee sighed and was grateful she’d been saved from answering by the opening of the elevator doors.

      They stepped out into the hall, black marble tiles and walls covered in gold fabric.

      “She sure likes it plush,” said Syama, her tone bland.

      “I thought Naraka was covered in gems and gold and had real diamonds for stars?” Vee murmured, repeating words that the hellhound had said to her only weeks before.

      Syama made a rude noise and Vee hid a grin. At the end of the wide hall was a set of double doors—gold again, no surprise—and Vee knocked, a little suspicious at the lack of a standing sentry.

      The doors opened within seconds, and a butler dressed in a deep red Nehru suit bowed as he let them in. He waved a hand at a doorway to his left and waited as Vee and Syama entered.

      Inside the room, everything was white except for the colored gems used as accents. In the middle of the ceiling hung the largest precious stone chandelier Vee had ever seen. She’d been here before and yet each time she remained in awe.

      Syama’s gasp told her the hellhound-girl was just as amazed as Vee.

      “I can’t believe it,” Syama mumbled as she stopped in her tracks. “I’m going to wait here.”

      Vee had kept walking and had to stop and turn. The hard look in Syama’s eye brooked no argument from Vee, so she relented and headed to the silk-covered sofas. Three large seats were arranged in a U-shape with a single throne-like chair occupying the fourth side.

      The gold of it gleamed, but not as much as its occupant.

      Cressida Lane got to her feet, holding out her hands to embrace Vee.

      Vee, though all she wanted was to step backward out of reach, leaned in for an air kiss. So. Freaking. Pretentious. But that was Cressida for you.

      The woman’s black hair hung in waves all the way to her slim waist, her almost ebony skin gleamed, while the gem-encrusted tiara in her hair sparkled like a million stars.

      Although she had let go of Vee’s arm, her hand drifted to rest at Vee’s waist, the action of a friend or a lover, a little too familiar. But Vee ignored it, leaving the hand where it was as Cressida guided her to the closest sofa.

      Vee sat carefully, having previously experienced the dangers of Cressida’s lush sofas. The last time she’d been here she’d sat heavily and had sunk deep into the softness and had ended up almost sprawled all over Cressida herself.

      Sitting as primly as the seat would allow, Vee faced Cressida and said, “I’m so glad you were able to receive me.”

      The woman smiled, her eyes gleaming with curiosity. “To what do I owe the honor? The last time we met, you broke up with me.”

      Vee restrained the urge to roll her eyes. She’d rescinded her agreement to continue working with Cressida as a bounty hunter, and the woman made it sound as if she’d divorced her or something.

      Vee smiled as pleasantly as she could. “I need some help finding someone.”

      Cressida leaned back, crossing one shapely leg over the other. With bracelets of sparkling gems at her wrists and ankles, she glittered with every movement.

      She wore a flowing white sari, tied in a strange new fashion, wrapped around her curves from chest to waist, with the two free ends hanging from her hips, covering her front and back but leaving the bottom half a skirt split all the way to her waist.

      Her dressing was suggestive, but Vee could handle her. Cressida knew she owed Vee, and now that she’d come to collect she didn’t doubt that the woman would pay.

      “What do you need?”

      “I need to speak to the head of the lion-mahabidala clan.”

      Cressida’s eyebrows rose. “You do, do you?”

      Vee lifted her own eyebrow. “Is that going to be a problem?”

      Cressida shook her head, uncoiled herself from the sofa and then sat again, curling her feet beneath her in a pose so relaxed that Vee knew trouble was brewing.

      The air around Cressida shimmered and Vee could see her real persona curling around her like an overexposed photograph, only with images in gold and black and tangerine.

      Vee knew she sat beside a dangerous woman, one capable of pouncing and filling her with poison in an instant.

      But still, Vee had to hope that despite her nature, Cressida would hold up her end of the bargain.

      She did, after all, have a reputation to uphold.

      Cressida inclined her head, lifted her hand and fished a card out of the air. She handed it over to Vee who took the rectangular piece of paper and read the name:

      
        
        Nivaan Kailash

      

      

      The card held an address and a mobile phone number.

      Her faith in Cressida was restored.

      As Vee pocketed the card, a low clicking began to fill the room, so fast and close together that it was almost the hiss of a rattlesnake.

      Uh-oh.

      Syama walked forward and came to stand at Vee’s side.

      Cressida smiled, her eyes darkening to an obsidian. “Don’t worry, little one. Your mistress is in no danger.”

      “I’m not—”

      Cressida lifted a hand and silenced Vee. “You will have to forgive me if I seem a little perturbed. I’m not used to being asked for information without being told why it’s needed.”

      Vee wanted to point out that the why is really none of Cressida’s concern, but she shut her mouth.

      Cressida was far too dangerous.

      Vee sighed. “A report came across my desk. Something to do with the claws of a lion, but the evidence kept leading back to a human. They asked that I investigate. And I agreed. The only thing I could think of was feline shifters, so I’m ticking them off my list. Lions are the first.”

      The hissing-ticking subsided and Syama relaxed a little.

      Cressida smiled, her teeth gleaming. She rose from the sofa, her movements regal despite her bare feet. Her aura shimmered around her, stronger than ever, reminding Vee of the danger she’d courted by coming here.

      Still, the best way forward is straight through.

      She got to her feet as well, taking Cressida’s cue. “Thank you. I do appreciate your help.”

      Cressida tipped her head and smiled, studying Vee from head to toe. As her eyes returned to Vee’s face she caught her lip between her teeth, the action both seductive and pained.

      Time to get out of here before she licks her lips.

      Vee nodded and turned to leave. She was halfway to the hall, with Syama at her side, when Cressida called out, “Vaishnavi? You will tell me how your investigation goes, won’t you?” Her voice rang like a bell and strangely—or maybe not so strangely—Vee heard it inside her head.

      Vee nodded. “Of course, I will.” She smiled and gave a shallow wave then scurried out into the hall where the butler, his expression sage and serious, opened the door and bowed them out.

      Seconds later, once the doors to the elevator were shut, Syama turned on Vee.

      “You are insane,” she yelled.

      “What?” asked Vee innocently, “I’m still alive, aren’t I?”

      Syama snorted. “Barely. She was this—” she held up her forefinger and thumb and created a space so narrow a needle would struggle to pass through “—close to having you for dinner.”

      Vee rolled her eyes and laughed, then spent the rest of the elevator ride avoiding Syama’s furious gaze because even if she didn’t admit it to the hellhound, she had to be honest with herself.

      She had probably just narrowly missed being Cressida’s main meal.
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      The goddess walked across the cool black tiles, her hips swaying seductively even though there was none to witness. The gems on her wrists and ankles tinkled as she moved, making a music all of her own.

      A she slipped deeper into the room, the door beyond opened, obeying her silent command. Inside, her man Harish stood beside the bed, his eyes lowered as he waited. The man was most endearing, which is probably the only reason she’d kept him at her side for all these years.

      As she entered she passed him, her arm brushing against his. She felt him shiver and smiled at the fear shining from him like a beacon. Still, he glanced at the expansive bed, silently indicating he’d done his work, then focused again on the floor.

      Sometimes the man was too subservient.

      She tossed her head and waved at him to leave, flicking her hand to engage the lock on the door. She liked her privacy—when it mattered.

      Then she focused her attention on the bed, and on the man lying there, naked, wrapped in gold ribbon, like a gift just waiting to be presented to her for her enjoyment alone.

      She walked to the bedside, her hips moving rhythmically again for only the man to see. His eyes were large, wide with fear, and yet taken by her form. He glanced at her hips, at the curve of her breast and she smiled, a seductive curl of her lips that she knew would have him panting.

      The goddess stood on her toes, and knelt on the bed, crawling over to the man who now lay still, waiting, sensing something was about to happen, anticipating.

      She smiled again.

      Straddling him, she leaned close and inhaled his scent, her nose gliding against his neck, then grazing his bare chest, then her lips, her breath against his lips.

      He lifted his head, expecting what . . . a kiss perhaps? But she left him wanting as she stood over him removing her garment, allowing its length to fall a little at a time, watching him watch her with hunger gleaming in his honey eyes. A hunger insignificant in comparison to hers.

      He stared at her, feasting his eyes, and she laughed, the sound tinkling like chimes, musical then staccato, clicking against his ears so hard that he flinched.

      He stared around the room, fear now overtaking his sense, the nude form of a seductive woman all but forgotten.

      What he saw stole the blood from his face, stole the passion that had built within him.

      The goddess allowed her glamor to fall just that bit more, allowed her true form to flicker like a golden halo around her. Still shimmering with golden light she knelt over him, straddling again but not touching, feasting her eyes on his flesh as the giant black tail of a scorpion rose over her shoulder.

      The ebony stinger swayed in the air, as if dancing to a silent tune.

      Then it struck.

      The sound of the impact was music to her ears, the soft thunder of something coming, the dull thud of a footfall, the stinger landed, striking skin and tearing into flesh, plunging deep into the man’s neck.

      Blood spurted and she threw her head back and let out a cry of pure delirious joy.

      It had been too long.

      Venom pulsed through the stinger and into the man’s body and his torso bucked as the poison filtered through him. It took mere seconds for him to take his last breath, mere moments until his eyes glazed over and his body was there for the taking.

      Her glamor strengthened now, and the obsidian tail was followed closely by a pair of pincers that held the man’s arms as the goddess leaned in closer. The stinger shifted as it changed its purpose now, sending a clear fluid into the man’s flesh, bloating him as if it were inflating him like a balloon.

      The goddess smiled as she watched. Tears filled her eyes and she let them fall unchecked as they hit her collarbone and ran down her body, down between her naked breasts.

      But her tears dried not on smooth supple female flesh, but on a black obsidian carapace. The goddess reached out and tested the flesh, now turned into a liquid, held in only by the vessel that was his skin.

      With great care she leaned over, fascinated by the process just as much as by the need.

      Placing her mouth to his chest, she opened her jaws, allowing the pair of chelicera just inside her mouth to erupt. She used those fangs to pierce the skin and sink deeper into the luscious flesh, to drink of his body, of his sacrifice.

      The goddess ate her fill, her giant pincers holding down her prey, her tail curled behind her, superfluous now that it had achieved its purpose. When she was done she pushed aside the bleached bones of the man, licked so clean and covered with a thin layer of enzymes which would further deteriorate any trace of flesh.

      The goddess lay down on the soft mattress, yawned and curled up into a ball.

      Chellama, Goddess of Scorpions, fell asleep with a smile on her face.
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      “You have a death wish,” snapped Syama as they waited for the car to be brought around.

      Vee met her gaze then looked away. “Fine. I will agree that meeting with Cressida was a little on the dangerous side.”

      “A little?” Syama screeched as the car arrived and the valet alighted. He handed the keys to Vee, and gave Syama a concerned glance.

      Syama ignored him. She rushed around the car, got in and slammed the door so hard that a few patrons turned to stare.

      “Playing around with the Scorpion Goddess is like putting your freaking head on a chopping block,” she hissed out of the side of her mouth as Vee pulled away from the curb.

      “I’m fine. And I got what I wanted.” She lifted the card from her pocket and waved it at Syama.

      “Just great. From the frying pan into the fire.”

      “This dude isn’t a god,” Vee said, trying to make the hellhound feel better.

      But Syama shook her head. “You should get backup first.”

      Vee laughed. “You’re taking this a little too far, Syama. If you’re so afraid to come out with me, then maybe you need to quit your job and go back home.”

      Syama glared at Vee, her eyes flashing fury. A low growl reverberated around the car and Vee lifted both hands off the wheel in mock surrender. “Sorry.”

      “Vee!” Syama screeched and glared at Vee’s hands, both of which were still in the air, four inches off the wheel.

      Vee took the wheel again, amazed at how easy it was to rile Syama up. But she had to admit that playing around with Cressida—aka Chellama Goddess of Scorpions—was a dangerous game.

      Cressida had arrived from Naraka a few years ago and had taken over the city’s underworld, a new force to be reckoned with. Rumor had it that she liked younger men, but from her behavior toward Vee, one had to wonder if she had a thing for the girls too.

      Whatever her preferences, it didn’t bother Vee as long as the goddess stayed away from her.

      Coming from the underworld, Cressida was well-versed in contracts, and had bound many a rakshasa fresh from any one of the seven hells into an indentured servitude, which if they were not careful, would last a lifetime.

      Considering that most were almost immortal, Vee was certain that far too many demons still owed Cressida their lives. No wonder Benny had been so reluctant to be returned to her.

      Syama was quiet as Vee drove toward Westwood Heights, and coasted through the deserted streets. The homes here had fallen victim to the last market crash. Too many foreclosures and not enough people wanting to buy.

      Boarded-up windows and unkempt gardens lined the streets, while the occupied homes stood out like sore thumbs.

      The address they were sent to was once such house, lit up like a Christmas tree.

      “A little early in the day for full party mode. Maybe we should come back another time?”

      Vee shook her head. “What better time to visit than during a party? We’ll be safe enough. You can get us out if things go to shit.”

      “You mean when things go to shit.”

      Vee shrugged. Whatever.

      She turned the engine off and got out, locking the car before heading up the path to the house. No need to knock either, as the door was ajar, a small painted rock stopping it from shutting completely.

      Quite the safety feature.

      Vee shared a curious glance with Syama before the two entered and paused in the hall. Straight ahead were stairs to the top floor and to the right and left were rooms thrumming with music, dense with undulating bodies. Sunlight was certainly no deterrent to these revelers.

      The heat inside the house was intense and ten steps in Vee felt the perspiration begin to gather at her nape.

      Pulling at her aura sight, she focused on the people but her senses rebelled, making her feel sick. She doubled over and reached for the wall as the room began to spin.

      “Dude, watch yourself.” A young guy weaved into the hall, held Vee by the shoulder and pulled her down the passage toward the kitchen. Inside, he pointed at two barstools.

      “Sit,” he said. The word came out rhyming with hurt. Then he hesitated as he gave Syama a curious glance. A very interested, curious glance.

      Vee obeyed, partly because she needed to sit, and partly because the guy’s aura felt familiar . . . almost leonine.

      Not good.

      Closing the fridge he thumped a bottle of blackcurrant juice in front of Vee and scooped a glass from the cupboard behind him.

      “Drink.” He poured, then set the glass in front of her, again rewarding a sullen Syama with a hesitant look.

      Vee obeyed, drank a few sips and put the glass down. She was trying to think of what to say when he tilted his head and studied first Vee and then Syama. “You guys are not from around here, are you?”

      Vee shook her head but the young guy’s eyes were on Syama’s face. She glared at him, but Vee noticed the softening in her gaze before she looked away.

      Interesting.

      Vee cleared her throat. “We’d like to see Nivaan.”

      His eyebrows quirked. “You would?” he asked, then his expression cleared a little. “You’re not here for the party.”

      Vee shrugged. “We would have knocked, but the door was open . . .”

      Apprehension flickered in his gaze and he shifted from one foot to the other. He looked up at the ceiling for the briefest second and Vee deduced that the alpha was one level up, and their guide was deciding whether to tell the boss or not.

      Admitting that Vee and Syama were there would also mean explaining how they’d entered without permission.

      Not Vee’s problem.

      She got to her feet. “I’d like to see him soon. I don’t have time to sit around waiting.”

      When he hesitated again, Vee let out an impatient grunt and moved to walk past him. He put his hand out to stop her, and a low growl filled the air.

      Vee glanced at Syama and shook her head. She didn’t want to scare the kid into fleeing. If he did, she’d be forced to wander around a house filled with deadly shifters and probably be killed in the process.

      He glanced around, his gaze falling on Syama, his eyes widening. Then he straightened and said, “Fine. Follow me, but if you get eaten then don’t blame me.”

      Vee raised her eyebrows and Syama merely rolled her eyes. The boy turned on his heel and left, not even checking to see if they were following him.

      He headed upstairs with both girls close on his heels. The old house creaked, but the sound could barely be heard above the thumping music from the party.

      Two doors down on the left, he stopped and knocked before opening the door a crack. He poked his head inside and said, “You have visitors.”

      A low baritone emanated with within. “Don’t have any appointments.”

      “It’s a walk-in.”

      The two spoke as if Vee and Syama were patients at a clinic. She had to steel herself against becoming annoyed. Thankfully, Nivaan, the lion mahabidala alpha, agreed and the young shifter opened the door wider and waved them inside.

      Syama paused on the doorstep and Vee gave her a nod. The hellhound never normally attended interviews with Vee in human form. And it had been her own choice to forgo her ability to hide behind her glamor.

      Vee entered the room and shut the door behind her. At the same time the man seated at the desk got to his feet. As she turned to face him, her breath caught in her throat and Vee’s stomach twisted with awareness.

      Down girl. This is a suspect.

      An extremely attractive suspect. But a suspect nonetheless.

      He wore low-slung jeans, a dark shirt open at the collar, sleeves rolled up to reveal tattooed arms. But his face caught her attention more than most men’s ever had.

      High cheekbones, aquiline nose, deep green eyes that glittered beneath dark brows and a dimple in his cheek that amplified his amusement.

      Vee shifted her jacket aside to reveal her badge. “I’m Special Agent Shankar with the FBI. I’d like to ask you a few questions if you have a moment.”

      His eyes twinkled, as if he was considering saying something amusing, but then he reconsidered and waved Vee to a sofa beside the window. He took the second one which sat at a right angle to her, a small corner seating arrangement probably meant to be cozy.

      She sat, but remained at the edge of the sofa, refusing to relax. Her insides did a somersault when his knee brushed hers as he got comfortable.

      “So, what can I help you with, Agent Shankar?” His emerald eyes gleamed as he smiled at her.

      Vee leaned forward. “We have reason to believe you may have a renegade on your hands.”

      “A renegade?” His eyebrows lifted. He’d be unaware that she knew about his species. Many supernatural creatures lived among the rest of the citizens in the city, but tried not to draw attention to themselves.

      “We’ve had two murders in the city. They appear connected, as if it could be the same perpetrator.”

      He sat upright, his lazy slouch gone, his eyes intensely focused on her face. “And what do these murders have to do with us?”

      Vee shook her head and leaned closer. “The victims were slashed to death, their insides splattered all across the scene.”

      He lifted a brow, still unsure as to why it was relevant to him.

      “The autopsy found remnants of claws within the wounds. Feline. Lion, to be specific.”

      His features tightened, the friendliness fleeing from his eyes, turning from glowing emerald to a deep moss.

      He got to his feet and went to the window, the light giving his profile a hard edge.

      “Who sent you?”

      Vee shook her head. Not much chance of her telling him that the scorpion goddess sent her. She’d probably pay for that indiscretion by becoming the main course.

      “You know I can’t tell you. Not if I want to live.”

      His lips curled. “What do you need to know?”

      “The attacks happened over the last two nights. Anyone you can’t account for?”

      He snorted. “I’m not a babysitter, Agent Shankar. I look after the interests of my people but I don’t know all their movements. I’ll need a little more information if you expect me to help.”

      “Both victims were killed in the early hours of the morning, abdomens ripped open.”

      “Bled out?”

      Vee shook her head. “Dead before they hit the ground.”

      His tilted his head, confused. “How so?”

      “Hearts ripped out,” Vee said softly, taking the chance that he wasn’t the killer.

      Huge leap of faith there.

      Hopefully it wouldn’t backfire on her.

      Nivaan’s back straightened as he looked over at Vee. “That’s not good.”

      “I’m sure the victims would agree.”

      He sighed and headed back to his desk. Rifling in his drawer, he spent a few moments, dark head bent, shoulder-length hair screening his face.

      Eventually he found it and withdrew a business card. Vee’s stomach tightened. Rectangular pieces of white paper were bad news in her books.

      “I know someone that might be able to help.”

      Vee headed to him reaching out for the card, but he pulled it away. “We go together.”

      He held the card just out of her reach and she caught a glimpse of the name:

      
        
        Professor Amit Menon, Dean of Ancient History, UNYC.

      

      

      Vee glared at Nivaan. “This is an FBI investigation.” She really didn’t have the time for these games. Or the patience for that matter.

      His green eyes flashed, specks of gold glimmering in their depths. “This concerns my people. I have a vested interest in the outcome.”

      “More reason to have you remain uninvolved.”

      “Fine,” he said, slipping the card into his back pocket.

      Vee restrained the urge to roll her eyes, took a deep breath and leaped again. “Fine. We go together. But you are just an observer.”

      Let’s hope I’m not going to live to regret this.
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      He nodded and got to his feet, reaching for a jacket on the coat-stand beside his desk. On the next hook hung a doctor’s coat and Vee’s eyes widened.

      “You are a doctor.”

      “Thanks for letting me know.” His dimple deepened as he smiled.

      “Sorry. I had no idea.”

      His lips quirked in a crooked smile and he headed for the door.

      “Wait,” Vee said softly. He paused and turned to face her. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      He lifted a shoulder. “You don’t.”

      She rolled her eyes, then took a moment to study his face. “Can you account for your whereabouts over the last two nights?”

      Nivaan gave a tight smile, then nodded in the direction of the coat on the rack. “I had patients from eight to midnight on both nights.”

      Vee frowned. That definitely ruled him out for the first murder, but not for the jogger.

      She stared at him, allowing her sight to kick in as she studied his aura. Her heart raced as she waited for the aura threads to form, almost saying a prayer that his essence wouldn't match that of the killer or his accomplice.

      Nivaan’s aura was all gold and green, and his lion was fierce as it raised its head in a challenge to Vee.

      She let out a soft breath, more relieved than she’d ever admit. Still, she could clear Nivaan of the murders, but that didn’t guarantee he wasn’t involved somehow.

      She had to make sure she kept her guard up.

      “Satisfied?” he asked as a low growl filled the room.

      Vee raised her eyebrows. “For now,” she said, and followed as he turned to lead the way.

      His height and broad shoulders accorded him a certain sense of superiority which he wore well. But it wasn’t his height that Vee’s eyes were trained on.

      Her examination of his posterior ended suddenly as he exited the room and almost tripped over the younger shifter who’d remained outside with Syama.

      “What the—?”

      “Sorry, boss,” he said with an eye-roll.

      “Krish, what did I say about lurking?”

      “Sorry Doc, we were just waiting until you two were done.”

      “We’re done. And we’re leaving,” said Vee, giving Syama a pointed look as she headed down the hall. She didn’t look back until they were both outside.

      Syama scurried to keep up. “What’s going on? Did he say anything? What did you find out?”

      Vee glared at her. “Will you shush? He’s taking me to his contact. A professor at the university he thinks can help us identify the killer.”

      Syama’s eyes narrowed. “So . . . he doesn't know who it could be?”

      “As he said, he has a lot of people to oversee. I’m thinking it was a bit of a stretch to expect him to give us something concrete so quickly, but at least we have a lead. Only problem is he’s insisting on coming with because he’s invested.”

      Syama raised an eyebrow. “I guess he has a point. Lion mahabidala would certainly end up with a bad rap if the killer was one of his. His clan is small so the impact could be severe.”

      “And you know this how?”

      She smiled. “Krish is very talkative.”

      Vee grinned as they reached the car. “Good for you.”

      “Nothing’s going on,” Syama bit out.

      “Did I say anything is going on?” asked Vee.

      Syama didn’t get to reply. A car drew up and the passenger window rolled down to reveal Krish’s grin.

      “Follow us,” he said, giving Syama a wink.

      Vee grunted and gunned the engine, following close on their tail as they drove through the suburbs, heading back into the city toward the university campus.

      When Nivaan drew up outside the residence the Dean of Ancient History, Vee’s stomach did a somersault.

      What was Nivaan getting them into?

      Vee alighted and followed the lion alpha who’d left his side-kick in the car. She reached Nivaan’s side as he rang the bell, keenly aware as his thigh brushed hers while they waited.

      The door opened to reveal a thin, tall man, broad shoulders, once-muscular arms gone to fat. He slipped his wire-rimmed glasses up his nose and peered at the pair.

      “Ah. Dr Kailash. How nice of you to visit.” He waved him inside, giving Vee a curious glance.

      “Professor Menon, I was hoping you have a moment to answer a few questions?” Nivaan asked, his tone low, respectful and soothing. And Vee found herself worrying about Nivaan’s loyalties.

      The older man nodded slowly.

      Vee and Nivaan hovered in the hall as Menon shut the door and headed past the room on the left. A common living area from what Vee could tell, what with the number of backpacks and individual piles of the same books scattered on every available surface.

      Menon pointed them to a small study at the end of the hall. Though small, the room was filled with books, with wall-to-wall mahogany bookshelves and furniture, dark brown leather armchairs and a pair of ghastly-looking red-and-green checkered drapes.

      He shut the door and motioned for them to sit at the two leather armchairs in front of his desk.

      Menon took a seat opposite them and settled against the backrest of his office chair. Vee didn’t miss the well-coordinated furnishings, nor was she ignorant of their value. Mahogany was rare these days, and real leather even harder to find because of its high demand.

      He settled himself behind the desk. “Now, what can I do for you, Doc?” Menon smiled but the expression failed to reflect in his eyes.

      Odd.

      “Thanks for seeing us on short notice, Professor.” He glanced at Vee. “This is my friend, Vee Shankar. She’s interested in mahabidala rituals. As they pertain to ancient texts of course.” Nivaan gave a short laugh, clearing up any doubt as to whether Vee was meant to know about the species’ actual existence.

      So, that’s the way he planned to play this.

      It was fine with Vee, and she decided it would facilitate the interview best to allow the shifter alpha to take the lead. Until she saw fit to ask her own questions, of course.

      “Nice to meet you . . . Vee.” The Professor paused and stared at her for a moment longer than was necessary.

      She smiled and took a seat while Nivaan talked. “We’ve been doing some research into rituals used by shifters within the context of ancient texts.”

      The professor nodded, “And specific to lion mahabidala?”

      Vee squelched a frown. All the man had done so far was repeat what he’d been told.

      Nivaan nodded. “We know that invocation of Narasimha could be part of it,” he said, glancing at Vee, but she didn’t argue, “but we need more information on the specifics of the ritual.”

      The professor hesitated and Vee wondered if he’d try to hide important information from them. Then Nivaan cut in, “Like what specific rituals are performed. I have a few books in storage but I need the information fast. Otherwise, I’d have to dig the books out and pore over them.”

      Menon’s eyebrows lifted, as if slightly offended that Nivaan had implied that he’d prefer someone else do the hard work.

      Nivaan laughed, appearing to notice the professor’s expression. “You’re the only person I know who’d know things like this off the top of his head. And besides, leave it up to me and I’d likely interpret it wrong.”

      He glanced at Vee. “Not if I can help it,” she murmured, “but yes, we don’t have the time for the doc here to go in search of his books.”

      “May I ask what it’s for?” The professor leaned forward.

      Vee inclined her head. “I’m investigating reports from the continent that imply the involvement of cults who worship mahabidala, both lion and tiger. We’re trying to rule out the various sub-cults by identifying the rituals used. We’re hoping to identify a pattern that would aid in that elimination process.”

      “And we’d be relieved if we could rule out . . . a bunch of crazy lion-shifter wannabes,” Nivaan’s eyebrow rose, but he edged the words with amusement as his dimple deepened. Vee was glad he was playing his part.

      She kept her expression serious. “It’s a concern and the law enforcement departments are attempting to keep it under wraps. But my research would help to put the truth in front of people. Cults like these are a danger to the people, spreading their lies . . .” With that, Vee implied she was a reporter and that she wasn’t of the camp of believers of such fantastical tales. “The doctor has been kind enough to help shed light on the truth.”

      He nodded, smiling cheerfully and enjoying a knowing glance with the professor. Good.

      “Well.” Menon took a deep breath. “I’m happy to help decrease the time spent searching. I’ll get a hold of the books and be right down.”

      He left the room and Vee leaned toward Nivaan. “Off to send a warning?”

      “Aren’t you a suspicious agent?” the doctor said, his smile wider.

      She shrugged and sat back. “Something’s off about him. I know he’s your friend, but I have him earmarked for further investigation.”

      The doc raised his eyebrows, but the fact that he didn’t challenge Vee’s opinion confirmed that he too was considering the professor’s involvement in, or at least his knowledge of, the killings.

      “Is he a shifter too?”

      Nivaan lifted an eyebrow.

      Vee had suspected as much.

      Before she could speak, the professor returned and placed a half dozen books on the table. Vee had already deduced that this part was all for show. He’d likely realized that he’d have to reveal what was already in the books in order to avoid being implicated in attempting to hide information from Nivaan.

      As he paged through the books, Vee’s phone beeped with a message from Brent at HQ.

      
        
        ID of Vic still unclear. Cell ping indicates phone currently at 7135 Lassiter Drive, NYC Campus.

      

      

      Vee tried to contain her surprise. She didn’t need to go investigate the location because she was already at the coordinates he’d supplied.

      Curiouser and curiouser.

      Vee smiled politely and listened as Menon explained that the texts show that some lion-shifter races sacrifice the organs of their victims in order to obtain the grace of their patron god.

      “And in this case who is the patron god?” asked Vee.

      “Goddess,” he responded, his tone a little cutting. “Pratyangira, the Lion Goddess.”

      “Is she a benevolent deity? Or a fear-inspiring one?” Vee was curious. She’d heard of Pratyangira a few times, read an article or two on the goddess and her exploits centuries ago. Of course, the professor would not be privy to the books and texts Vee had used in her education.

      Vee’s family had maintained the Apsara’s secret records for centuries, all handed down in turn to the next generation of caretakers like the Shankars, preserved in its original form across centuries.

      “Oddly enough, she is benevolent.” Menon lifted his arm, waving it almost imperiously in the air. Bringing to Vee’s attention the bandages wrapped around two of his fingers.

      “Oddly?”

      Vee had to force her mind to remain on track. The day had dragged by, and she couldn’t wait until her midnight appointment. The thought of Ma remaining any longer within the clutches of the evil bastard who’d taken her . . . It made Vee’s blood boil and her heart fill with pain. And fear.

      She refocused as Menon nodded. “A lion goddess would be characteristic of a feline mother, so protective of her cubs that she’s prone to violence, if not murder. Yet Pratyangira was written to be a calm almost placid goddess, so filled with kindness that she was a counter to the innate violence that was the feline nature.”

      “So these . . . cults . . . are unlikely to be making offerings to her?” asked Vee.

      He shook his head. “It isn’t as simple as that.” His tone was superior, as if Vee’s intelligence was coming into question. She didn’t react, just waited for him to continue, hiding her impatience.

      He inhaled slowly. “Pratyangira is representative of all that is good about the Mother. And as mothers go, the need to protect her own awakens desires within that are perhaps not of her own choosing. And yet she is willing, if not eager, to cross that line in the sand that takes her beyond herself, beyond her state of passive love, to one of passion and intensity. From which she can never return.”

      Vee had to force her mouth to close. The professor was certainly a master orator, and had held Vee’s own attention for the duration of his monologue. Even Nivaan had sat unmoving at her side, only shifting once the professor had ended his monologue.

      The silence lay like a heavy blanket upon the room now, as a few pieces clicked into place. But the professor didn’t notice Vee’s reactions. Instead, he beamed at her, proud he’d imparted his wisdom.

      So she played along, giving Nivaan a side-glance. “So, what you’re saying is that despite her benevolence, she is satisfied by such a sacrifice. Even happy? However barbaric?”

      Menon huffed impatiently, as if there was something else she’d missed. “Something like that.” But what she didn’t miss was the hard edge to his gaze, a knowing assessment that said he was more aware than she’d expected.

      Vee sat back, forcing an expression of disappointment onto her face. Then she sighed deeply.

      Nivaan looked at her again. “I know how you feel. This is confusing and yet you feel like it makes all the sense in the world.”

      “For the space of five seconds,” Vee said with a dry laugh. Then she sat forward and smiled at the professor. “Thank you for trying to explain it to me. I must confess, I’m no wiser now than I was before we arrived.” They all laughed at that. “My only problem is to decide if this particular cult should remain on the list to watch.”

      “Watch?”

      Vee nodded. “Interpol has people keeping an eye on the various cults. Insiders, moles, snitches. I have no idea how they’re doing it, but we are hearing chatter. Can you tell me without a doubt that the shift—” On the chair arm, not three inches from hers, Nivaan’s fingers twitched, “—Pratyangira’s worshippers wouldn’t have anything to do with such slayings?”

      The professor hesitated. “I cannot proclaim to know the minds of all men. Especially those on a continent so far away. But what I can tell you is that I don’t believe they would be capable of it. It takes a particular mindset, one of a far more fervent nature than your average cult follower, or even leader for that matter, to enact such a ritual. Especially twice in two days.” The professor inhaled slowly as he closed his books one at a time.

      Vee got to her feet and smiled. “I’d like to thank you, Professor. You’ve been most enlightening.”

      “Anytime my dear,” he said, attempting and failing at sounding benevolent.

      Vee gave him a sickly sweet smile. “Professor, would you mind very much if I popped by again? Everything you said . . . it’s given me a yearning to learn more about the mythology.”

      The man laughed, beaming as he gave her a small bow. “Absolutely, my dear. I look forward to it.”

      Whether he truly looked forward to it, Vee would never know, because she had no intention of ever darkening his doorstep again.

      They said their goodbyes and left the house, with the Prof killing the porch lights even before they set foot off the porch.

      So much for hospitality.

      Nivaan held Vee’s elbow and guided her down the stairs and across the haphazardly cobbled path toward the sidewalk.

      The street was quiet and Vee drew to a stop a few yards from the cars where Krish and Syama were leaning against Nivaan’s silver sedan, chatting away.

      “Thank you for that,” she said turning to Nivaan.

      He slowed to a halt as well, shifting his honey gold eyes toward her. “I have to admit, the man is odd.”

      She tilted her head. “What do you make of his theory?” She grinned. “Apart from the deliberate attempt to hide the existence of shifters in the modern world?”

      Nivaan looked back at the house. “The Prof was always an oddball, but I’m a little concerned. Some of what he said has me wondering.”

      “Well, one thing he said has me certain he’s connected to the murders. In some way, shape or form.”

      Nivaan stiffened. “Which is?” Tension radiated from his body as he took offense and prepared to defend the man.

      Vee lifted her chin.

      “We never told him there were two deaths in two days.”
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      Vee paused, biting her lip as she glanced back at the house.

      Then she looked up at Nivaan. “My tech guy ran the serial number on a smartwatch found at the scene and traced it to this address.”

      Nivaan’s jaw dropped. “So he does have something to do with the murders?”

      Vee shrugged, her eyes now on the house. She was about to suggest they stake the place out when a car drew into the drive and a man got out. Vee and Nivaan shifted beyond the trunk of a silver oak, using the shadows of the overhanging branches to keep out of sight. With his back to them, the visitor’s features were hidden as he headed up to the door. It took only a few seconds for the professor to open up and usher his guest inside.

      Had it not been for the furtiveness of his movements, Vee would have left and headed home. But the shifty flicker of Menon’s eyes as he scanned up and down the street caught her attention.

      Hiding something, are we?

      When Vee glanced back up and met Nivaan’s eyes it was pretty clear he’d seen Menon’s behavior too.

      He studied Vee’s face. “I take it you want to go back in?”

      A grin broke out on her face. “What other option is there?”

      He shrugged. “I’m a doctor, not double-oh-seven. I’d choose the going-back-home option.”

      Vee’s smile evaporated. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I really shouldn’t be involving civilians in this matter.”

      She straightened her spine and was about to head to the car when he reached out, his warm fingers curling around her upper arm.

      “The problem is, you have me intrigued. And pissed off.”

      “I have you pissed off?” Vee bristled but the emotion was a little clouded as her attention was focused on Nivaan’s hand, on the heat of his touch as it seared her skin.

      Nivaan grinned, his dimple flashing. “Someone’s on edge.” He glanced back at the house. “All I mean is that if these people are really killing innocent victims, it implicates all mahabidalas in the country, if not internationally. We’ve kept a low profile, abided by all the laws, and now the actions of a few will impact on the lives of so many.”

      Vee shook her head. “Not if I can help it. It’s not as if when a red-headed man kills someone, all red-headed men are considered suspects.” She paused, then smiled wryly. “That sounded better in my head.”

      He let out a soft laugh, the sound stolen by the light fingers of a passing breeze. “I know. It’s just that I want to do something about this.”

      “You’re endangering yourself.”

      One muscular shoulder rose and fell. “What’s life without a little danger?”

      Vee gritted her teeth. “Fine, but don’t blame me if you end up getting killed.”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      They both faced the house and Nivaan said, “I don’t suppose you have night vision?”

      Vee glared at him with narrowed eyes. “Your powers of observation are second to none.” Still, despite her annoyance, a smile curved her lips.

      The corner of his mouth lifted. “Follow me.”

      Vee nodded, but he didn’t see the acknowledgment because he’d already set off down the sidewalk toward the house. She hurried after him, catching up as he crossed the lawn in front of the house, heading straight for the thick bushes that ran alongside the building.

      “What’s the plan?” he whispered as they hunkered down.

      “Eavesdrop. And don’t get caught.”

      “Right.”

      They shifted slowly along the wall until they came to Menon’s study window, easily identified by the garish drapes and the wall of books. Light streamed out onto the side lawn, a long column of gold dividing up the lawn, and providing a barrier to their progress.

      They could go no further, but Vee had a plan. Nivaan motioned for her to hunker down beside him and she obeyed, the light almost brushing her shoulder.

      As they settled next to the window, she reached into her bag, fiddling around for the small leather case. Just as her fingers brushed the item she wanted, she was slammed into the wall beneath the window.

      Nivaan’s weight covered her body, his hot breath skimming her neck and ear. “Don’t move,” he whispered, the scent of him filling her mind.

      “What the hell—” he cut her off with a finger to her lips.

      A finger he didn’t remove even as he said, “Menon is right at the window. I’d hoped we’d be downwind so he wouldn’t get our scent, but we’d better stay out of sight until he thinks the coast is clear.”

      She blinked as she stared at him. They both lay beneath the window, half buried by the branches of a large silky dogwood bush. He was too close for comfort, but Vee couldn’t move him until they were safe.

      The heat of his body scorched into her flesh, and a low throbbing emanated from her belly. Beyond his head she could see the top half of Menon’s forehead as he stood at the window and stared out at the night.

      She shifted her focus to Nivaan--whose face was so close that his chin brushed hers with every breath----and barely an inch separated his lips from hers.

      She glanced at his mouth, his full lips far too inviting. Looking up, she met his gold-green eyes which glowed with an indescribably beautiful fire. And something inside her melted, some barrier she’d built that suddenly shattered.

      He lowered his head and captured her lips in a kiss that scorched her blood and stole her breath. Her mouth opened, letting him in, and she responded with an unrestrained heat.

      What was happening to her? They were supposed to be eavesdropping on a potential murderer, not making out a few feet from his curious gaze.

      She stiffened and moved her head away, feeling his body take her cue and move off hers. Menon had left the window and retreated further into the room.

      Vee shifted into a crouch, and ignored Nivaan’s gaze as she rifled through her bag again. Withdrawing a small zippered pouch, she opened it and removed a small white device.

      Nivaan peered closer as she lifted it free and stripped the tape from the adhesive backing. “Listening device?”

      Vee nodded, refusing to look at him. “It’s voice-activated and undetectable. Picks up and transmits all sounds within a twenty-foot radius.”

      She turned her back on him as she reached up and pressed the device beneath the windowsill. Unless someone knew what they were looking for they’d never find it.

      As soon as the device was in place, Vee sent a text to Brent to activate the recording program on his end. “The chip had a record-or-transmit option, but we’ll just use transmit, as I don’t plan to return for it anytime soon.”

      “So everything they say will be recorded by . . . your headquarters?”

      Vee nodded. “Yeah. But I’ve activated the listen-in feature. There’s an app on my phone.” She waved her mobile phone in his face.

      He smiled. “Of course there’s an app. I expected nothing less.”

      Vee rolled her eyes. “Want to get off me now?” she whispered.

      “Not really.”

      “This is inappropriate.”

      “What? Because you’re human and I’m mahabidala?” Vee could have sworn she’d heard the hurt in his voice.

      “No. Because I’m FBI and you’re a civilian.” She glared at him then gave him another shove. “Not to mention a possible suspect.”

      He lifted a brow. “Back to that excuse, huh?”

      “It’s not an excuse. Now, get off. I want to hear what they’re saying.”

      He rolled off her and Vee felt strangely bereft as he took his sizzling heat away. She swiped, found the app and tapped on it, waiting until the device popped up on the screen asking her to connect.

      When the green light appeared Vee reached into her pocket, withdrew her headphones, and plugged them in swiftly. She popped one earbud into her ear and was surprised when Nivaan calmly slid the second one into his own ear.

      The only problem was there wasn’t much space between the two earbuds and the lack of length meant they were back to within kissing range.

      Vee swallowed hard and focused. She had too much shit going on, what with Ma’s disappearance, having a deadly golem on her tail, and two murders to solve. She didn’t have time for messing around with anyone, let alone a shifter.

      She listened intently as Menon and the man spoke in low tones, the content of their discussion mundane and unclear, as if they were engaging in small-talk that meant nothing.

      With Nivaan’s breath on her neck, Vee could barely concentrate. She shifted against the hard-packed ground and looked up at the doctor. His eyes were on her face, a mere inch from hers. Damn her stupid headphones.

      Again, her eyes went to his lips and she looked away as if burned. Her breathing quickened and she swallowed hard, forcing herself to refocus.

      Behave yourself, Vee. You just met the guy.

      Still, the heat of his body, his breath on the bare skin of her neck . . . it was all making her crazy.

      Worst. Stake-out. Ever.

      Vee shifted again but the action caused Nivaan’s lips to bump against her cheekbone. He stiffened and Vee let out a premature sigh of relief.

      But instead of moving away, he drew closer, his mouth hovering above her skin, tracing a hot path from her temple to her neck.

      This time the kiss was searing and passionate and overpoweringly hot. Vee pulled away, and sucked in a breath. “Now I’m sure all you want is to divert my attention from the case.”

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s all being recorded.” Another kiss, deeper this time.

      Vee let out a groan. “This has to stop. I don’t have the time, or the headspace for this.”

      Nivaan sighed and moved away. Vee looked up and found herself relieved that he didn’t appear discouraged.

      He smiled. “To be continued.”

      Instead of answering she gave him a dark glare and scrambled to her knees. “Either they’re speaking in code or they’re just two guys talking about mundane study. I’ll get Brent to listen and decode.”

      Nivaan moved to a crouch and followed as Vee led the way down the side of the house. They paused at the corner with the doc scanning the front yard and the road with his night vision.

      A few seconds later, he gave her a nod and they hurried away from the house and down the street to their cars.

      Vee had to admit to being disappointed. She’d wanted to hear something incriminating. Yes, she’d managed to put a recording device in place. Hopefully they’d get something they could use.

      But more than that, Vee was disappointed in herself. Her self-control seemed shot to hell when in the doctor’s presence.

      And he’d referred to her as human. What would he think when he found out she was far from human with all her strange powers? And would being a descendent—however distant—of an Apsara make her more, or less, attractive to him?

      A mahabidala and an Apsara?

      Stranger things have happened.
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      Much to Syama’s disappointment, everyone went their separate ways.

      Nivaan had seemed distracted and had barely given her a nod before driving off with Krish.

      Syama wriggled in her seat, a little uncomfortable with how much she’d liked the shifter-boy.

      She had no problem with him being mahabidala, and it seemed he had no issue with her own species either. Not as if they were at the point of wondering what kind of babies they’d make.

      Vee was a little too silent.

      Syama glanced over at her, giving her an expectant look. Though the Apsara wasn’t even looking at Syama, she sighed. “I’m putting Prof Menon on my suspect list.”

      “What did he do to deserve that?” asked Syama. The Apsara had a way of surprising Syama with her deductions. One of the reasons she didn’t mind being forced to partner with the girl.

      “His body language, for one. And then there was the slip-up.”

      “What slip up?”

      “Before we left, he mentioned two killings in two days.”

      Syama’s eyebrows lifted. “Can I assume you would not be so stupid as to drop that bit of crucial information to a potential suspect?”

      Vee’s lips twisted. “You may assume so.” She shook her head. “I bugged the study and I’m hoping we get something. I didn’t hear much while we were there, but I’ve got the device set to transmit.”

      Vee’s body had begun to give off a low buzzing, a hint of pheromones that made Syama grin. Syama grunted. “What are you leaving out?”

      Vee gave her a suspicious glance, then returned her attention to the road. “I got a message from Brent. The coordinates for the phone were irrelevant because I was at the location.”

      “What? The phone was at the Prof’s house?”

      Vee nodded and Syama watched the various emotions cross her face. The hellhound also scented frustration, impatience, a touch of fear, and heat.

      All emotions she ignored. Instead she glared at Vee. “You should have told me. I could have gone in and looked over the place. You know I could have found the phone.”

      Vee shook her head. “I thought about it, but I figured now that we have a tracker on the phone, maybe we could keep an eye on it in case they decide to move it. Moving it will confirm they have something to hide, and who knows where they may take it. We may just get a better lead from it.”

      Though still disappointed, Syama had to admit the Apsara made sense. The girl never failed to surprise Syama with her instinct.

      Then Vee sighed, the sound soul-deep.

      “What?” Syama glanced at her.

      “I’m just thinking about Nivaan.” There was that spike of pheromones again.

      Uh-oh.

      “And?” Syama didn’t want to push her. Despite only being with Vee for a few weeks, Syama had managed to learn how the Apsara’s mind worked. She never liked being pressed for info, and would easily shut you out if you didn’t take the hint. She’d open up if, and when, she was ready.

      Vee shook her head. “I’m wondering if Nivaan’s been playing me all along?”

      “Why would you think that?”

      Vee offered a long shrug that included both shoulders, and a deep sigh.

      More uh-oh.

      Syama suppressed an eye roll. “What else could you expect? You went to the doctor on the word of a sadistic fallen goddess, and you then trusted him to take you to his contact. His contact.” Syama knew she was playing devil’s advocate. She quite liked the doc, and didn’t think he was any threat, but Vee needed to be at the top of her game. Being sidetracked, no matter how hot the guy was, wouldn’t help her.

      Vee cleared her throat. “Look, we have no idea if the doctor is connected to the murders. He’s got a good alibi. He’s been helpful. He’s probably taken us right to a good solid lead—considering the location of the victim’s phone.” Vee sighed. “I just wonder if Cressida knew this all along. Is the goddess all-seeing, or am I just too paranoid?”

      Syama pursed her lips. “Enough is happening to justify that paranoia, you know.”

      “Yeah. I know. I’m just frustrated that things are taking so long to move. Only a few hours to go now. I feel like there are too many things to think about when Ma’s life is the most important.”

      Syama nodded. “But I know you, Vee. Well enough to know that despite your personal situation, your sacrifice is that you will do whatever it takes to help the innocent.”

      Vee glanced at Syama, her expression contemplative. And Syama knew that in the next few hours before Vee went to get her grandmother, she’d either pace a hole in the carpet of her living room, or do something constructive with her time.

      Syama would put her money on constructive.
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      Returning from the interview with the professor had left Vee with more questions than answers. Images of the dead jogger filled her mind, along with the smiles of a scorpion goddess and the warm breath of a sexy lion-shifter.

      She had to keep her mind on track, and fought to push Nivaan out of her thoughts. She still had a few hours left before she had to meet her grandmother’s kidnapper, and Vee was somewhere between impatient and terrified.

      What if something went wrong?

      All she could think about was to research, to prepare herself.

      After a quick early dinner of reheated tender lamb curry and fluffy spiced rice, Vee headed to the gym, a space her dad had built over the garage before he’d died. He’d begun to train Vee in Kalaripayattu, an ancient Indian martial art.

      Her mother, and then later, her grandmother, had continued the training, both having learned the art from a young age. The ancient fighting technique had been handed down from generation to generation and as far as Vee knew there were only a handful of practitioners worldwide.

      Her mother and grandmother had drilled it into her brain that they must have both their wit and their muscle about them at all times. Hence the dedicated study and the devoted physical training.

      She walked into the gym, ignoring her reflection in the mirrored walls. She’d hydrated well, and dressed in yoga pants and a cropped tank, ready for the intensity of the training session.

      From the far wall, she grabbed a pair of swords, blades flat, wide and deadly sharp. She settled into a soft-knee stance and began the sequence, the fluid movements somewhere between tai chi and capoeira—only with weapons.

      Soon, Vee’s skin was covered in a sheen of perspiration, her muscles bulging, taut and burning from the exercise. After forty minutes she relaxed and breathed through the last of the muscle burn, settling into stretches to help cool her limbs down.

      She was wiping her forehead with a towel when her mother walked into the room, her entrance reflected in the mirrored walls.

      “I thought you’d be here,” Devi said as she strolled past the weapon’s wall, running her finger along the edge of a scimitar. She looked exceptionally out of place in her heavy tweed skirt-suit, her black hair in a bun at the back of her neck. Today she carried her larger purse, her fingers playing with links of the metallic gold chain.

      Vee wasn’t sure what to say in response to her mother’s obvious distress. Instead, she watched Devi pace for a few seconds before clearing her throat. “Are you okay?” she asked. Vee wasn’t immune to the fact that her mother would be in a hell of her own with Ma’s abduction.

      Devi nodded, the movement ragged, ill-formed, almost hesitant, as if she lied with every movement. “I’ll be fine. I’m just not happy with your decision to go without me.”

      Vee’s spine tensed, and from the smile on her mother’s lips Vee knew Devi had seen it.

      With a shake of her head, equally hesitant, Devi said, “Don’t worry. I’m a big girl. I’ll live.” She took a deep breath. “I just came to tell you that just because you’re going without me, it doesn’t mean you’re going in alone.”

      Vee raised an eyebrow and tossed her towel onto the bench behind her, watching as her mother slipped her hand into her purse and retrieved two small flat black cases. She handed them to Vee who took the pair and flipped the first one open.

      Inside were two small round devices, each attached to an earring stem—a microphone that fitted behind the ear and resembled an earring so closely that few people would ever think to suspect it was anything other than simple jewelry.

      And a matched pair at that.

      “Both are functional, so you have a failsafe just in case. You can hear us, and the jewel hides a powerful microphone.”

      Vee nodded, unsure whether she liked the idea of her mother being on the other end of an op. She forced the thought aside and opened the second box.

      A glass case containing two contact lenses sat nestled in a depression. Alongside was a small bottle of contact lens solution.

      Vee raised an eyebrow and glanced up at her mother as she closed the box and headed for the door to the gym. “Camera?” She glanced over her shoulder for a response.

      Devi nodded and followed, giving the weapons a longing gaze. “Upgraded.”

      That brought Vee’s head up. “Ward detection?”

      As they walked down the passage and into the house, Devi’s mouth curved in a smile akin to pride. “And magic. You’re fine, and as you won’t need the aura detection, I canceled that feature for this model. We can’t see what your eyes see, only what the camera picks up. This will help us get a different idea of possible dangers.” Vee wanted to tell her that she should have upgraded for portal detection, but she bit her tongue.

      When they walked into the kitchen they found Syama wiping dishes. Vee frowned. The girl hated any form of household work.

      Guess Ma’s disappearance had shaken the hellhound up, too.

      Eager to get things moving, Vee checked her watch. One hour to go. She tapped the two boxes on her palm, earning a warning glare from her mother. “I’ll get ready,” she said, stopping her tapping, “but I’m not going unarmed.”

      “And if they search you?” Devi’s brow furrowed, her eyes darkening.

      “That’s why I have her.” Vee popped a thumb in Syama’s direction. “Syama will be with me the entire time, and she won’t be detected.”

      Syama groaned as she stowed the last plate into the cupboard and shut the door. “Why can’t I come in human form?”

      Vee gave Syama a warning glare. “Let’s get going.” Then she turned to her mother. “How long until the camera is online?”

      “As soon as you’re ready just send me a text and we’ll start the feed. The camera will record everything, so even if you are distracted, the inbuilt screen will warn you of danger.”

      Vee nodded and hesitated. In a normal family this would be the part where the mother and daughter hugged, and the mother wished her well and told her to take care of herself.

      But Devi watched silently, her expression inscrutable, keeping her emotions to herself, while Vee mirrored her mother and shifted from one foot to the other before turning on her heel and heading upstairs for a quick shower.

      God only knew why she cared about being clean when she was about to face a freaking demon. But it was inbuilt, a way of preparing herself, a physical preparation that came with a mental one. Something about the water was intensely calming, rejuvenating.

      And knowing what she was facing, she needed all the calm she could get.
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      Ten minutes later she was hurrying past the now empty kitchen. Syama got to her feet. She’d been nursing a glass of wine, a waste of time considering the hellhound was incapable of getting drunk.

      With a rueful glance at the half glass of pinot noir, Syama followed, the hard thud of her feet on the floor telling Vee that the hellhound wasn’t happy with guard-dog duty.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Vee turned left, tapped a code into a small glowing panel, and waited as the door swished open. This room, though identical to the one on the opposite side of the hallway, was filled with weapons. Daggers, swords, pistols, handguns, and grenades all lined the walls.

      A low counter ran along the bottom half of the wall, a sparkling white in glaring contrast to the black and metallic weaponry. The drawers below the counter were filled with a wide variety of equipment for use on missions, from emergency flares to earpieces to signal jammers to night-vision goggles.

      Between Mac and his knives, Vee and her weapons, and Devi with her team of intelligence people, the room under the house was an arsenal to die for.

      Literally.

      There was enough firepower in that small space to blow up everything within a mile radius. Hence the lead-lined, double-walled protected bunker.

      “What can you take that they won’t remove if they search you?” asked Syama, her voice breaking into Vee’s reverie.

      Vee sighed and pulled open a drawer, removing a tube of lipstick, a pen and belt. The lipstick was a liquid explosive—when smeared onto any solid object it took thirty seconds to explode and destroy.

      The pen held tiny explosive bullets that resulted in almost the same amount of destruction as normal ammo.

      Both explosive substance and bullets were enhanced with magical wards and spells to ensure that they would also work on non-humans, regardless of species.

      The belt with its dull silver buckle and aged leather gave the appearance of normality when in fact it contained metal chains fueled with magical power enough to electrocute any supernatural into submission.

      Humans though, however powerful, were known to die from a single blast of the belt’s power, so Vee tended to keep that particular weapon for the worst of circumstances.

      Vee slid the belt around her waist and pocketed the pen and the lipstick. She headed to a second drawer and grabbed a box of bullets. The closed box emanated both a low hum of power and an orange gleam along the edges of the lid.

      Opening it, Vee grabbed her Glock from her hip—glad she never went anywhere without it—pressed the release and caught the magazine as is slid free. She began to fill the magazine with florescent orange bullets, each as long as a normal bullet but only a quarter the width. The internal structure of the barrel and firing mechanisms had been modified to hold the much narrower bullets and was able to stock up to fifty rounds.

      Vee loaded it to the max, slid the magazine into the hand grip and waited for the click, then secured the weapon into its holster. She repeated the process with four more Glocks, handing one to Syama and sliding one into each of her boots. For the last one she grabbed a thigh-holster, buckled it on, and housed the weapon.

      When she faced Syama, the girl had also found a holster and stowed her weapon. “Not sure why you’re bothering to give me a weapon. Four paws don’t usually allow for the manipulation of triggers, you know.” Syama’s mouth was turned down at the sides and Vee had to force herself to hide a smile.

      She shook her head. “That’s in case the shit hits the fan and you have to change. You’ll know when you need to. It’ll be somewhere after the shit makes contact and a little before death.”

      Syama snorted, giving Vee a mildly angry glare. Sometimes it felt as if the girl was perpetually angry, a point which Vee planned on questioning sometime soon.

      Syama had appeared on her doorstep one rainy morning a month ago, an angry, upset young girl who’d thrown a gold-handled scroll at Vee and stalked into the living room.

      The girl had paced the floor while Vee unrolled the scroll, impressed at the intricate carvings on the handles. The writing, Sanskrit written in gold, had both annoyed and uplifted Vee.

      The good thing was she’d been granted a boon from Dharma, God of Justice, and Ruler of the Underworld—the services of a hellhound guard whose talents spanned both her four- and two-legged forms.

      The bad thing was said hellhound guard didn't want to be here.

      Her attitude had been one of I’m-forced-to-be-here-but-it-doesn’t-mean-I-have-to-like-it. Vee had tolerated it so far, but Syama seemed to have calmed down after Vee had agreed to take her along in human form every so often.

      But that could only happen under certain circumstances, which so far had been few and far between.

      To Syama’s dislike and Vee’s detriment.
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      The address on the card was, incongruously, that of an unassuming residential home in an equally unassuming suburb on the other side of the city. Vee had scanned the area using her GPS app, and looked for the best place for Syama to get her there without being seen.

      They found a shadowed clump of bushes in a park a block away from the address. Syama and Vee arrived huddled together beside an oversized bush. Vee hid a grin at the look on the hellhound’s canine face, her glossy eyes gleaming with disdain.

      Until she’d met Syama, Vee had never thought it possible to identify specific emotions in the eyes of an animal.

      You learn something new every day.

      After glancing over the bushes to ensure the coast was clear, Vee and the hellhound hurried across the street and down the block. Syama’s glamor kept the two of them invisible but it always paid to be careful in case any passersby themselves were supernatural. Most demons would be able to see Syama in either of her forms, but only if they were looking.

      The hellhound could enter any ward undetected—human, magic, or demon. That itself had proven invaluable on many an occasion. And Vee wasn’t about to complain.

      They hurried down the path, slowing their steps as a jogger came their way. Dressed in neon green, the woman ran past, her ponytail flying, music blasting in her ears so loud both Vee and Syama shared a glance.

      Fool woman was just asking for trouble. Music that loud, she’d never hear an attacker coming. Vee was tempted to stop and warn her, but she suspected the girl would be one of the many who felt entitled to do what they wanted, felt they had the right to do what they wanted, so they were damn well going to do it and to hell with the consequences.

      To Vee, that was called stupidity.

      Vee focused on the house up ahead, her stomach now thrumming again with nerves. The ward glimmered around the house, a network of complicated, convoluted dark lines, confirming its dark magic origin.

      With little idea of what awaited them, Vee could be neither confident nor negative in her expectations, especially considering the wards.

      She blinked and felt the contact lenses shift against her eyes. They didn’t fit as well as she’d hoped, but at least they were backup enough. Vee dug her phone from her pocket and sent the text to her mother, confirming she was ready to begin the feedback.

      Then she trained her eyes on the front door, seeing what her mother would see, and more. Painted white with glass inlays, it gave the house an innocent air. As did the wraparound veranda and the rose bushes surrounding the house providing a burst of color.

      The setting put Vee more on edge than ever.

      They headed up the street, Syama following, her nails clicking sharply on the stone pathway. Vee winced as the transmitter in her earlobe sent a crackle of sound into her eardrums.

      It settled just as Vee and Syama began to move along the side of the house. They made a circuit of the property, studying all the entrances and exits.

      Her grandmother’s captor certainly didn’t believe in high security. And that was a very bad thing.

      Coming back to the front door, she glanced over her shoulder and gave the hellhound a nod, then felt Syama release her from the glamor.

      Vee quashed a smile. That passive expression hid all of Syama’s frustration. Vee rang the doorbell and ignored the tightening of her stomach. Nothing in this scenario was making sense.

      When the door made a soft click, Vee had a sudden strange expectation that the house would prove haunted.

      Things were getting a little bit too weird for her.

      She was relieved to see that a living, breathing man answered the door. Having seen so many kinds of supernatural creatures in her lifetime, she didn’t immediately assume that the man was human.

      He stood tall, his skin an unhealthy gray-brown, as if he hadn’t seen the sun in years. He waved a hand at the front living room, a silent instruction to take a seat.

      The ward shimmered, almost lifelike as it parted to allow them through. Vee suppressed a shudder.

      The butler turned on his heel and disappeared down the hallway. Vee stood motionless for a moment, considering her options. She could follow him, and find out where he’d gone. Or she could sit down and wait as instructed.

      The only reason she didn’t do the former was that it would likely endanger her grandmother’s life. So despite her instinct, she forced herself to walk into the room and take a seat.

      Syama entered the room after her and began to pace. She eventually tired of walking and took up position just inside the doorway, keeping an eye on the hall.

      Vee began to study the room, aware that the live feed would pick up every tiny detail. Light coffee carpets covered the floor of the living room which was decorated in neutral cream golds and taupes. Vee couldn’t sit still. Instead rising, she walked to the window where she drew the curtain aside to watch the street.

      Be on your guard at all times.

      The attention to the interior decor of the room was impressive. Old paintings, the subject matter far too gory for the elegant neutral setting of the room. A many-headed demon, mouth dripping blood, spears impaling victims.

      She drifted toward the wall with the fireplace, and the two floor-to-ceiling bookshelves flanking the stone hearth.

      Above the mantelpiece, a giant mirror reflected the room, making the space seem twice its size. As Vee studied her reflection, the surface shimmered, taking on an almost watery consistency, rippling and undulating, distorting her image into macabre shapes.

      Vee was tempted to reach out and touch it, just to check.

      “Are you getting this?” she whispered.

      “Yeah. Whatever you do don’t touch it. Can you see the wards?”

      “Yeah. No auras though. It’s like the place isn’t, and never was, occupied.”

      She wasn’t sure what she would encounter, and she hadn’t expected to enter the house without being watched in some way. She suspected that the mirror was either some kind of portal, or a way for her grandmother’s captor to keep an eye on Vee.

      Again, she refrained from following her instincts in order to ensure that her grandmother’s life would not be jeopardized.

      She turned her attention to the shelves flanking the fireplace. Ancient artifacts, statues, and trinkets lined every available space.

      Daggers sat beside carvings of skeletons, and bodies impaled on staffs. The entire display was an homage to torture and horror.

      Vee swallowed hard, wondering what that said about her grandmother’s likelihood of survival.

      She forced herself to study everything, completely documenting the contents of the shelf. It might help them, it might not.

      Footsteps echoed through the hall as the butler returned; he paused on the threshold his eyes going from Syama to Vee and back again.

      Then he stepped inside and handed a rectangular white card to Vee. Syama got to her feet, and moved toward the man.

      Vee took hold of the card just in time, as the man’s hand shuddered and he let go, backing away, seemingly eager to get away from both Vee and the hellhound.

      Strange behavior. He seems to have some sort of aversion to invisible hellhounds.

      Vee’s jaw hardened. Not so invisible to him, it appeared. His behavior confirmed that he was some sort of supernatural. One that Vee was unable to identify just yet.

      The butler returned to his position on the threshold, folded his hands behind his back and waited. Vee looked down at the card and her stomach tightened as she read the message.

      

      The killer of my brother will not go unpunished.

      Give yourself freely, and the old woman will go free.

      Come to me at the hour of midnight in two days.

      Or she dies.
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      Vee’s hands trembled as she read the words, unsure of what it meant for her grandmother’s survival. She looked up and met the butler’s dark eyes, a part of her registering how little awareness there was in those opaque irises.

      He looked a lot like the walking dead. Vampire, maybe? Most vampiric creatures tended to be female, although it wasn’t unusual to find the odd male. Perhaps this corpse-like man was one.

      Vee pocketed the message, gave the man a nod, then headed out into the hall. She glanced over her shoulder and watched as Syama got to her feet and followed, the hellhound’s eyes remaining on the butler.

      Then Syama turned and gave Vee a glare. Vee could almost hear her questioning the decision to leave without doing anything constructive.

      But the kidnapper had called them there for one reason—to give her further instructions. It wasn’t safe to question those instructions, not when things were so precarious.

      Vee walked past Syama and headed outside. Ignoring the coils of the dark ward, she waited on the porch until the hellhound followed her. The door was shut behind them before they even stepped off the porch stairs, and the sound of it slamming twisted like a jagged knife in her heart.

      They headed around the corner and Vee stopped the moment they were out of sight of the property. Syama transformed, the midnight hellhound disappearing to be replaced a furious girl.

      “Why the hell did you just leave him? We could have beat the truth out of him, forced him to tell us where your grandmother is.”

      Vee shook her head. “We have no idea what he is. Or how strong he is.”

      She frowned at the angry girl, understanding her frustration but also afraid of her brashness. Her need to act could be dangerous for them all. Vee let out a ragged sigh, swallowing the burn of tears that threatened to fall.

      “We would just be jeopardizing my grandmother’s life on the off-chance that the man was weak enough to provide us with any information. Would you really like me to kill Ma just because we guessed wrong?”

      Syama lowered her lids, glancing away as she processed Vee’s words. Then she sighed, her shoulders hunching. “What do we do now?” Syama clenched her teeth so hard that Vee could see the muscles in the jaw pulse.

      Vee shook her head and turned back in the direction of the house. “Don’t worry, I don’t plan on leaving here without a little more information.”

      Over the comms device in her ear, Vee heard her mother say, “We’ve done a GPS scan of the place, including heat sensors. Haven’t picked up anything alive within the building. I’m beginning to suspect they don’t have Ma in there.”

      Vee had been wondering the same thing.

      “Okay, but I’m still going to go back and have a look. I can find a way in, I’m sure. For all we know they’re using some form of tech to mask signs of life.”

      When her mother didn’t argue, Vee began to walk around the block to the small alley running along the back of the house.

      Syama followed in human form, refusing to turn back now. Vee gave her a warning glance. At this point it didn’t really matter what form the girl used. Perhaps a pair of solid hands and the ability to use a gun would be more beneficial than invisibility.

      The rear of the house was dark as Vee released the latch on the back gate, slipping onto the property as quietly as she could. Syama did the same and closed the gate so silently that Vee nodded, impressed with her dexterity.

      They walked along the fence, using a number of fruit trees and rose bushes as cover. From where they stood they could make out the two windows of the basement beneath the house. The house lay draped in darkness and silence.

      Not a sign of life coming from any of its windows.

      Vee pointed at the left basement window and nodded at Syama. The hellhound duckwalked to the window crouching low until she stopped beside it. She bent closer, and sniffed the air around the frame and sill, going so far as to almost touch her nose to the glass.

      Then she sat back, glanced over at Vee and shook her head.

      Though disappointed, Vee knew that not being able to smell Ma there was a positive sign. It was entirely possible that if Syama was unable to smell Ma then it could be that her captors were not holding her at this particular address.

      Still, Vee had to check it out further.

      She beckoned Syama to follow and headed up the side of the house until they came to the kitchen door. Made of glass, it provided a view of the inside of a darkened kitchen.

      Had the butler left the house? Or retreated upstairs? There was no sign of light anywhere inside the building.

      Vee glanced at Syama, who glared at her, already knowing what needed to be done. She tensed her jaw but gave Vee a sharp nod. Then, her solid body beginning to shimmer and undulate until she disappeared.

      Within seconds the dark shape of the hellhound appeared beyond the glass panes and the door handle began to turn, its clicks making Vee cringe. Syama opened the door, allowing Vee to slip inside and shut it behind her.

      Both girls remained as still as possible. Vee listened to the silent house, expecting a horde of armed guards to rush at them and pepper them with bullets.

      Nothing.

      Vee and Syama tiptoed toward the door to the hall, and paused to listen before they entered. Still no sound from any of the building’s occupants.

      Vee focused her thoughts on the energy of her mind, gathered the power and closed her eyes. After taking a short breath, she opened them and studied the layers upon layers of auras in the passage.

      How odd that the living room seemed to have been scrubbed clean and yet here in the hallway, it seemed like dozens of people had passed this way. Some of the auras had already faded so much that Vee couldn’t identify facial features or even hazard a guess as to their race. The only one form that was recognizable was that of the maybe-maybe-not-dead butler. However dead he’d seemed to her, he certainly had enough of an aura to remain identifiable.

      Vee leaned closer to Syama.

      “Can you use that nose of yours to clear the ground floor?”

      Syama nodded and disappeared, shifting smoothly into her hellhound form. Vee remained tense as the dog stepped carefully into the passageway, nose to the ground, and disappeared from view. She reappeared a few minutes later, and only then did Vee exhale the breath she’d had no idea she’d been holding.

      Syama transformed back into her human form and shook her head.

      “The place is empty. It would probably pay to check the upper floor, and the basement, but this one is clear.”

      Vee nodded, but something still didn’t feel right.

      Her eyes tracked across the hall to the doorway under the stairs. It made sense to assume it led to the basement, as neither of them had seen any other doorways or entrances that could lead below the house.

      Vee was about to step out into the passage when Syama touched her shoulder. “Let me go. I’ll check it out first.”

      Vee hesitated but when she saw the darkening of the girl’s eyes she nodded, if only to let Syama feel like she was needed. Vee preferred to work alone, and when Syama had arrived in her life, she’d found it hard to let go enough to give the hellhound things to do that would make her feel useful.

      Vee’s control-freak mindset always defaulted to the assumption that nobody else could do any given task as well as she could. It wasn’t an arrogance, it was just past experience. She’d learned slowly that Syama was well and truly capable.

      Syama’s body began to shimmer, wavering in the air as she took on her hellhound form again. She hurried toward the basement door, nails clicking on the bare wood floor.

      The hellhound was halfway through the door when a flash of bright light seared Vee’s retinas. A loud crack emanated around Vee and Syama went flying through the air. The shockwave sent her glamor haywire and her form shimmered between hellhound and human, almost contorting her body.

      As she landed hard onto the kitchen tiles, her body shifted to human form and then she was skidding along, upending three barstools and smashing into the trashcan.
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      Syama made enough noise to wake the dead.

      Which meant they needed to get the holy hell out of there. Vee spun on her heel and raced to Syama, grabbing hold of her elbow to help her back onto her feet.

      The hellhound-girl looked a little stunned, but as her expression cleared, she turned to glare at the door. “What the hell was that?” she snapped, dusting off her clothes.

      “They must have it warded.”

      Brilliant deduction, Sherlock.

      “Against demons?” Syama frowned. That she’d ignored Vee’s duh moment was a concern. “That would be some serious magic. Something probably only deities could conjure.”

      The suggestion made Vee’s heart thud. She did not want to consider the possibility that the gods could be involved in Ma’s abduction. Vee shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s go.”

      A loud crackling echoed in Vee’s ear. Shaking her head, she glanced at Syama to see the hellhound-girl’s dark eyes widen as she stared at something behind Vee.

      Vee spun around in time to see the air solidify into an opaque white sheet from floor to ceiling. The temperature in the kitchen dropped and every breath Vee and Syama exhaled turned into a white puffy cloud.

      A sheen of frost appeared on the surface of the sheet and it began to crack, shattering the air. Jagged shards splintered off the larger piece in crackling bursts. Slowly each shard dropped.

      But not to the ground.

      Some strange force held them in the air, and they hovered there, turning slowly, facing deadly sharp points at the two women, as if controlled by some sentient mind.

      Vee realized too late what it meant.

      The wall of icy daggers flew at them so suddenly there was nothing she could do but lift her hand to hide her face, a reaction born of instinct rather than vanity. Her other hand she threw over Syama, some deep-seated need to protect the girl spurring the movement.

      Her heart-rate spiked, skin flushing with the shock of their fate.

      Syama gasped and Vee registered the sound in a distant part of her brain. One that also heard the tinkling of breaking ice as the shards hit their mark.

      Shifting, Vee sensed no pain, no injuries and she looked down at Syama expecting to see her hellhound bodyguard impaled by hundreds of ice daggers. Instead, she met Syama’s shocked gaze.

      Vee craned her neck to look over her shoulder and the sound that left her throat was halfway between a gasp and a choke.

      A halo of gold surrounded Vee and Syama, like a forcefield, shimmering and protecting the two women from the dangers of multiple deadly weapons.

      “Holy gumballs, Vee. You didn’t tell me you could do that?”

      Vee snorted. “I didn’t tell me I could do that either,” she murmured, her eyes not leaving the forcefield around her. She cleared her throat and stood carefully, watching the forcefield as well as the threatening shards that remained.

      Without removing her gaze from the threat, Vee said, “Syama. Maybe you can do your poof trick and get us out of here?”

      Out of her peripheral vision, Vee saw Syama draw closer, nod, and without a single complaint transform into her hellhound form. Vee felt her body go pliant and almost numb as Syama transported them both back into the front hall of their house.

      Vee fell to the ground, her legs turned into mush more from the shock of the forcefield than the attack of the killer ice-shards.

      “What happened?” Mac rushed at her from the kitchen. Putting his arms around her, he helped Vee to her feet. A warm trickle of blood ran down her temple and along her cheekbone. Mac glanced at it, a worried look darkening his green eyes.

      She patted his shoulder as she brushed his hand away gently. She needed to think, and being coddled wasn’t conducive to brain exercise.

      “You’re hurt.” He lifted his hand as if to wipe the blood away.

      Vee shook her head, watching as Syama transformed into her human form. The girls hadn’t escaped uninjured. Vee pointed at the hellhound, giving Mac a glare. “She needs the attention more than I do.”

      “What happened?” he asked, this time more insistent. He guided Syama to the kitchen and sat her at the counter. Then he rummaged in one of the drawers near the door; they kept first aid supplies in every room for just such an occasion.

      “We almost died. Vee saved us with some major magic.”

      “It wasn’t magic.”

      “Looked like magic to me.”

      Vee gritted her teeth. “Fine. It looked like magic, but it wasn’t. I think it was an extension of my aura reading ability.”

      Mac glanced up from cleaning a wound on Syama’s collarbone. “Sounds interesting.” There was an odd wavering to his voice that made Vee turn her attention on him, brows raised.

      “It was more than interesting. Trust me. It was epic. A forcefield of epicness.” Syama threw her hands in the air, emphasizing the epicness.

      Vee shook her head. “It wasn’t epic. It just came at the right place and the right time.”

      “Yeah. In time to save our asses.” Syama, for all her brash, hard-ass attitude, really sounded impressed.

      And Vee had to admit, she was impressed herself. She’d thrown a protective field around both her and Syama, keeping them from being sliced to smithereens by a wall of deadly icepicks.

      Mac gave Vee another glance and this time she knew she had to answer. He was getting that parental, impatient look, as if he was about to start counting to ten.

      She sighed and took a seat beside Syama, reaching for a swab to dab the cut on her forehead. “We went back in to scout out the place. Just in case we found Ma.”

      “I take it you didn’t.”

      Vee pursed her lips. “We managed to get back inside but when we tried to access the basement, we had a slight altercation with a wall of assassin icepicks.”

      “A what?” Mac’s olive skin managed to pale to a sickly gray.

      Syama, despite her injuries—two cuts to the forehead from being thrown across the floor, and one to the neck from an errant ice-dagger—went into an enthusiastically descriptive replay of their kitchen nightmare.

      “Was there anyone controlling it that you could see?” Mac was doing what he always did, encouraging discussion that would both ingrain the memory of the incident in Vee’s mind, and focus on each aspect in order to pick it apart.

      Vee shook her head. “There may well have been someone behind the wall. But neither of us could see. It was really a sheet of ice, as if a window had frosted over until completely white. I especially did not like fending off hundreds of blades of ice.”

      Mac grunted. “Probably what brought on this new . . . ability of yours.”

      “What new ability?” asked Vee’s mother as she walked into the room, her expression worried as she surveyed the two girls and their respective damages.

      She approached Vee and lifted her daughter’s hair off the cut at her temple, inspected it with a squinty eye and a scowl, then reached for a clean swab and handed it to Vee without another word.

      Vee repeated her run-in with deadly icicles episode, giving her mother a quick recap, a little confused. “Didn’t you see what happened?”

      Devi shook her head. “No. We had some issues with interference.”

      Vee paused. “I’d be interested to see the timing of the interference. I wonder if whoever conjured up the ice-daggers could have been responsible for the interference.”

      “More than likely.” Devi maintained an air of calm that Vee couldn’t understand.

      Vee supposed she ought to admire that trait of her mother’s—the ability to remain steadfast under duress, to make smart decisions under pressure.

      That thought brought back the memory of the night Vee had lost her father and she stiffened. Her mother’s expression cooled as if she’d read exactly what Vee had been thinking.

      Not surprising since they’d been playing this game for years.

      Vee cleared her throat. “So what do we have? Those images give you anything?”

      Devi nodded. “Yes, and no. We’ve been trying to trace each item. Maybe if we can identify their origins we could fathom what type of person the kidnapper is.”

      Vee shook her head. “I think that’s what he wants.”

      Devi quirked her eyebrows, and waited.

      “If you look at the collection as a whole, what does it tell us?”

      “That he’s a sadistic bastard?” offered Syama.

      Vee nodded. “Yes. And he’s sending us a message.” Vee got to her feet. “He’s saying ‘I’m powerful and I will enjoy hurting her. Just give me an excuse.’”

      Devi’s expression crumbled as she stared at Vee; she agreed with her daughter’s take on the room’s artifact collection.

      “That’s not to say that something among those artifacts isn’t important. His message could be twofold.”

      Vee had spoken the words, not wanting to negate her mother’s deductions, but Devi’s expression shifted as she digested her daughter’s words. Vee straightened and watched her mother with concern.

      Devi’s skin had lost all color, her face normally unlined and ridiculously youthful, suddenly appearing twenty years older.

      “Mom?” For Vee to use that title was enough to reveal how concerned she was with Devi’s reaction.

      Devi’s eyelids fluttered and she drew control around her like a shroud. Her face became implacably cool. “One artifact stood out.”

      Vee tracked her as she moved to the kitchen counter and began to gather the detritus of Mac’s attempt at first aid, busying her hands so as not to show her nervousness. At which she failed miserably, of course.

      She took a ragged breath. “I didn’t think anything of it until you mentioned the message.”

      Vee remained silent, giving her mother the opportunity to speak at her own pace. She washed her hands at the sink, then put a kettle on to boil, glancing over at Devi every so often.

      Devi paused and looked over at her, the kitchen table suddenly feeling like the span of an entire continent between them.

      “The painting, the one beside the window . . . small but detailed.”

      Vee knew the one and offered a nod. She’d found that particular artwork quite horrific, even with the stylized, almost crude drawings.

      Devi inhaled long and hard. “The painting is one of two brothers and a battle they’d waged against the worshippers of Lord Vishnu. Lord Narasimha was instrumental in ending that battle. It’s a tale that’s repeated in every age—the brothers are born, Hiranyaksha dies. Hiranyakasipu seeks an awful revenge on everyone he holds responsible.”

      “And what does that have to do with the house? For all we know it’s just an artifact like the rest of the items in the room,” Vee found herself responding despite her intention not to.

      Devi nodded. “I would have agreed with you if we—as a family—had had no relationship with the brothers.”

      The silence in the kitchen was palpable.

      “Relationship with the brothers?” Vee asked, studying Devi’s eyes, her heart racing.

      Vee’s mother remained silent.

      “Relationship with two purportedly mythical asura brothers?”

      Devi lifted an eyebrow. “There is nothing ‘purported’ about it, and you know it. The only questionable thing is they’ve been believed dead for centuries. We know differently.”

      “How?”

      Devi’s mouth fell into a firm line. “Your father found out pretty much by accident. He came across a spell that summoned Yaksha—thankfully not his brother, Kasipu. Once the way was opened for him to enter this plane, he kept returning. He found the means to grow stronger and stronger each time and your father was baffled by it. Until he realized . . .”

      Devi broke off, wringing her hands as her eyes skittered away from Vee’s gaze.

      “Realized what?”

      Devi looked up at Vee, indecision twisting her brow and coloring her honey eyes a dark brown. At last, whatever emotions warred within her came to a halt and she straightened her shoulders as if having made a decision.

      “Until we figured out that Yaksha was feeding off the power of one particular member of our family.”
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      Just when she thought this whole craziness couldn’t get any more crazy.

      “One of our family?” Something told Vee that ignorance had been bliss and she was about to kiss it bye-bye.

      Thankfully, she didn’t need to nudge her mother again. “Your power is unique, Vee. When you began to show signs, we hadn’t realized how unique it was. Or how attractive it would be to the demonic presences across the dimensions.

      “Your father researched for a long time, trying to figure out the best way to prevent Yaksha—and all the other demons that were sure to come, attracted like moths to a flame—but he ended up making only one conclusion. The best way to protect you from a constant attack by demons hungry for your power was to contain that power, to throw a binding around it in order to hide it from them.”

      The kitchen was now silent, and Vee realized with a start that Mac and Syama had left, perhaps understanding the importance of their discussion. Or perhaps they knew that Vee was likely to explode at the news.

      She was betting on the latter.

      “What power?” She voiced the question, her tone hard and unwavering against the flicker of sadness in her mother’s eyes.

      Devi sighed. “Your ability to read aural remnants is only one small aspect of your power.”

      Vee blinked. “That would explain the whole forcefield thing,” she murmured, turning the revelation over and over in her mind. Then she met her mother’s gaze. “Is the binding failing?”

      Devi shrugged. “I’m not sure. I tried to remove it after your father died. I disagreed with him, my own passion for female independence said what we did was wrong, but it was only one part of the lie.”

      Vee sighed. There was more? “Why don’t you break it down for me?”

      Devi gave a slow nod. “Our family is . . . different.” She pointed at her chest. “You already know we are the keepers of the Apsara Scrolls, that we guard them against the world. You’ve grown up learning fighting skills that go back millennia. But more than that, we are, through the maternal line, direct descendants of Tilottama and the sage Narada.”

      “The Apsara?” The cogs turned in Vee’s brain as things began to slowly fall into place.

      Devi nodded.

      Vee could only recall that Narada had caused much mischief where the Apsara Tilottama was concerned. Legend had it that Narada had whispered into Parvathi’s ear when Lord Shiva was entranced by the Apsara’s beauty. So, his actions had in fact been due to jealousy. Interesting.

      “An Apsara married to a sage?” Vee murmured.

      Another nod.

      “What does that mean for us?”

      “It means that great power travels through our bloodline. The genes are so strong that very little of our DNA structure is comprised of the male contribution.”

      Of course, she’d studied it. Vee tightened her jaw, forcing herself not to make a cruel comment about everything that went on without Vee knowing.

      “It’s almost a pure replica of the originating couple.”

      “So what about these powers?”

      Devi’s mouth tightened. “What do you know about Apsaras?”

      Vee shrugged. “Heavenly warrior maidens. Consorts to kings. The religious texts paint them as courtesan types, seductresses, but in reality they belonged to an elite squad of Lord Shiva’s Army. Alternative theory is they were a secret sisterhood working as spies or assassins, and even double-agents.”

      Devi nodded and smiled. “Ma?” She didn’t seem surprised at the breadth of Vee’s education.

      Vee grinned even though she wasn’t in the mood. But it made sense now that she’d been subtly educated by her cunning grandmother.

      Vee stiffened. “Shit.” She looked up and met her mother’s eyes. “Now, he has her.”

      Devi nodded. “She’ll fight him as much as possible.”

      “Does she also have powers?”

      Devi nodded and then paused. “The manifestation of power fluctuates from generation to generation. Ma’s power is limited but she does give off a similar attractive power, not enough to endanger her life. I, myself, did not manifest enough of that power. Mine is more of a predictive ability but one which strikes without reason or control. You, on the other hand, are quite likely the one that Tilottama’s texts predicted.”

      “Texts?” Vee’s eyes widened. “The Scrolls?”

      Devi nodded. “She wrote extensively about the Apsaras and their powers and training. All the men and women through the generations have received compulsory training, husbands included.” Devi glanced at the door, and Vee understood she was thinking of Mac.

      “Mac too?”

      Devi nodded. “He was very good about it.”

      “I can’t imagine Mac engaged in hand-to-hand combat.”

      Devi smiled, her fondness for her estranged husband clear in her small smile. Then it disappeared as she turned to face Vee again. “He’ll do whatever it takes to protect you. Even offer his life for yours.”

      Vee made a face. “Don’t worry. That is so not going to happen.” Her mother’s expression remained implacable. “So whatever this binding was . . . can you reverse it?”

      Devi shook her head. “That’s the problem. Without your father, we can’t undo it. Or at least not until we can figure out what spell he used.”

      Vee nodded. She’d heard the low note in her mother’s voice, the one that implied there was something she wasn’t saying. “What else?”

      Devi sighed. “Without his blood we may not be able to release the ward around your power.”

      Vee took a step back and rested against the counter behind her. She’d been hit with a one-two punch. First, the revelation that she was some powerful Apsara—instead of just some woman destined to protect dusty old scrolls—and then right on the back of it, the knowledge that she can’t use that power until the blood of her dead father was used to remove the binding.

      She may as well have never been told. She glared at her mother. “So what are we supposed to do about Ma? We need every advantage we can get to save her.”

      Devi bit her lip.

      “What now?” Vee pushed her harder.

      And Devi sighed, staring up at the ceiling for a moment. Then she regained control and met Vee’s eyes. “I suspect he’s looking for you. Ma is likely emitting a low-level energy, indicative of her own power. If this is Kasipu, then it’s likely he knows about you, and about his brother’s connection to your power. Which would make sense as to why he’s targeted Ma. Her power isn’t warded.”

      “Which means he will be mighty pissed off when he finds out she isn’t the one with the power.”

      “I’m sure he already knows.”

      He did. He’d demanded the killer in exchange and he’d called Ma “the old woman.” Vee’s heart thudded at the thought. “Then it’s me he wants. All the more reason to find a way to get my power returned to me. Then, at least I can defend us all. This dude sounds like he’s hellbent on destruction. And it means you are next.”

      Devi’s eyes flicked up at Vee’s face, curiosity flaring for a moment before dampening. “Me?” Although she asked the question, Vee suspected she knew what she meant.

      “Yes, Mother. He wants the killer of his brother. And you yourself said Dad didn’t kill him, so you’re next on this demon’s list.”

      Devi opened her mouth to say something, then closed it slowly.

      Vee sighed and struggled not to roll her eyes in frustration. “What now?” She was beginning to feel like she was extracting teeth from her mother. How hard was it to get information from the woman?

      But Devi shook her head. “Nothing. I’m just thinking.”

      “About how to get the blood to free my powers? I hope so. I saw what a small fraction of my ability is capable of. You should have seen it. A forcefield that protected us from attack.”

      Devi looked intrigued. “Tell me more about it. I suspect it was something in your emotions that triggered it. Panic, fear, anger?”

      Vee nodded then laughed. “Probably fear. I looked at the wall of daggers and all I wanted was to protect Syama. Honestly, I didn’t even think of myself.”

      Devi nodded. “So extreme emotion is a catalyst. We can work with that.” She got to her feet and began to pace. “Perhaps if we can find a way around the ward we can expand on your use of that power. You’ll need to practice, work at using it over and over again.”

      Vee raised her eyebrows. “Good luck trying to replicate that environment.”

      Devi smiled but Vee was dead serious. She wasn’t in the frame of mind to be put in the crosshairs of any weapon. Surely there was a different way. Then she sighed. Her grandmother’s life was more important than her own need for self-preservation.

      “Fine. Shoot me.”

      “What?” Devi’s eyes widened.

      “Shoot me,” Vee repeated. “It’s probably the best test to see if the fight-or-flight thing works. If you shoot me and I don’t erect the forcefield—”

      “Then you die?” Devi’s eyebrows hit her hairline and she looked somewhere between furious and amused. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard, Vee.”

      Vee lifted a shoulder in a light shrug, trying not to smile at her mother’s pained expression.

      “I’m not going to exchange one doomed family member for another dead one.” Devi’s eyes flashed a combination of anger and fear, and Vee bit back the comment about her dead father that had been on the tip of her tongue.

      Focus. Think about what you can and can’t do.

      “Fine. If you don’t want to shoot me then let me study the DNA. What have you identified in the strands? Maybe we can isolate some of Dad’s DNA and replicate his blood cells?”

      Devi nodded. “I’m working on something. But without access to a fresh batch of your blood it’s a little hard.”

      Vee lifted her eyebrows. “You could have just asked.”

      Devi shrugged. Maybe her mother could have asked, but more than likely Vee would have responded with an instruction to stick that request somewhere unmentionable.

      “So . . . how were you experimenting in the first place? I don’t remember contributing blood since Dad died. Unless you were sucking me dry once I fell asleep.” The words were said in jest, but a small part of Vee wondered all the same.

      Devi shook her head, exasperated. “We were using stem cells from your placenta. But the samples weren’t enough and in the end, we deduced that your stem cells didn’t contain sufficient viable DNA contributions from your father. At least not enough to allow us to isolate enough markers to complete a successful replication.”

      Vee nodded. Her mother had done everything that Vee herself would have done. So, now it was left to her to help the research along.

      “Okay. I’ll come into the lab as soon as I’ve had a shower and checked my messages.”

      Devi nodded, her expression relieved. “Yes. It’s best to get moving. We have two days.”

      “If all else fails, what’s the plan?”

      As expected, Devi said, “I’ll just hand myself over.” But as she spoke her eyes flicked away, avoiding Vee’s inquiring gaze.

      Vee was about to call her on it when a dark head poked inside the room.

      “Everyone okay in here?” Syama’s eyes flicked from Vee to her mother and back again.

      With a sigh, Vee nodded and pushed to her feet.

      Saved by the hellhound.
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      After being instructed to take it easy because of the weakness from using her powers, Vee decided a little bit of research would help her regenerate. She headed to the basement.

      She passed the artifact storage room and the gun-room, and headed to the third room that occupied the basement of their home—temperature controlled, fireproof, and containing countless numbers of books dating back centuries.

      Somewhere in one of these books would be the answer to Vee’s dilemma. Something, even the tiniest kernel of information that would give her some leverage, some kind of advantage over the mysterious kidnapper and—if he is really this demon Kasipu—his bid for revenge.

      Now, Vee turned the pages of an ancient book, the paper of which was beginning to crumble to dust. The book, written on paper made from pulped leaves of a type of plant similar to papyrus, dated back more than eight thousand years.

      She stretched her neck and tilted it left and right, enjoying the sharp release as it cracked in each direction. Then she refocused. The professor’s words, his monologue on the nature of the lion goddess, his slip-up, all converged into a confusing puzzle that Vee had to figure out herself. She couldn’t bring Rossi in just yet.

      After what her mother had revealed regarding Vee’s true ancestry, she’d opened a volume of the ancient Apsara Scrolls, reading it with new eyes for the first time.

      Ancient documents which, over the centuries had been flattened and gathered into leather-bound books, each sheet encased in a protective envelope of plastic in an attempt to preserve it that much longer.

      Despite its validation of archaeological dating to earlier than the second century BC, despite the proof that the Scrolls originated before the time of the Indus civilization, Vee’s family had kept them under lock and key, had kept the truth from the world.

      Now she knew why.

      There had been more than a few times in Vee’s lifetime when she’d challenged her parents on keeping knowledge away from the people, but her father had always maintained that knowledge is power, and that in the wrong hands that knowledge could prove more destructive than ignorance.

      Now, as she turned the plastic-encased pages over, scanning the indigo-ink Sanskrit script, she learned more about the Hiranya brothers than she’d ever wanted to know.

      The book, a tome that recorded stories of the brothers encompassing many of their lifetimes, told a tale of destruction and death, a cycle doomed to repeat itself over and over again.

      Each lifetime, a god or a concerned being helped end their reign of terror. But in this world, where technology had turned people blind and indifferent to the power of the gods, humanity was a frail opponent to either of the brothers.

      Besides, even in the past, gods had intervened by bestowing boons upon the opponents of the brothers. In one lifetime, Kasipu’s own son had grown into what he’d seen as a competitor and he’d gone to great lengths to kill the boy. The god Narasimha, in his vicious leonine form, had come to the child’s aid repeatedly and in the end Kasipu had died at the god’s hands, his innards ripped out while he watched.

      A cold wave rippled down Vee’s spine.

      Lion-shifter gods, and ripped-out innards? A little too close for comfort to Vee’s current case. Could they be connected? And if so, how, and why?

      Vee refocused on the contents of the book. To this day, paintings existed depicting the horrific death, with Narasimha’s claws dripping blood while the son watched the father being mauled to death.

      Many of the paintings were so stylized that it was hard to believe these were actual events, but according to the text that Vee perused, that particular rendition of the story was fact.

      Vee sat back and considered the tale while rubbing a finger over the little plaster on her inner elbow. She’d offered up her blood for research in the hopes that her mother’s team would be able to replicate her father’s blood.

      Devi had been satisfied, but Vee had gotten the feeling that her mother was still omitting something crucial. Must have been her reluctance to look Vee in the eye that had given her away.

      What had she refrained from telling her now?

      But despite her curiosity and her irritation, Vee had to give her mother the benefit of the doubt. Devi had revealed so much information to her in the kitchen earlier that Vee couldn’t remain in total judgment of her mother.

      Maybe she’d try to take it easy on her mother, especially since Ma was still in captivity somewhere.

      Vee glanced back down at the discolored pages. The tale was epic and gory, written down by a warrior woman whose only popularly-known accomplishment over thousands of years of tales was that of being a seductress. Even her marriage to the sage Narada had been hidden from the recordings of history.

      Why had it been hidden? Vee wanted to know why the Apsara’s true purpose had been glossed over, why women of power and intelligence had been reduced to consorts and seductresses, mere nymphs, dancing girls and prostitutes.

      Had the sages given their own sexist version? Or had there been a reason the Apsaras had hidden behind a veil of lies?

      Vee sighed and continued to browse through, reading each recounting of the lives lived by the brothers. Until she came to one which made her heart grow cold.

      In one lifetime, Yaksha, an asura sorcerer, had fallen in love with a descendant of Tilottama. They’d planned on running off together. But Kasipu discovered their plans and decided that because of her strong power he’d marry her himself, his aim being to control her.

      The brothers became estranged, with Kasipu cursing both his brother and the woman who had succeeded in coming between them. Over the years Kasipu waged war against the pair and finally captured the Apsara, keeping her in chains, raping both her body and her mind, using his demonic sorcery to drain her power and lift him up to a deific level.

      Vee paused and sat back, swallowing back the horror of it. What had the poor woman experienced at the hands of the evil Hiranyakasipu? Then her blood stilled within her veins.

      The power of an Apsara descendant of Tilottama was enough to make a demonic entity into a god.

      Vee forced herself to continue reading. Not only did Kasipu use the Apsara’s power, but he also kept her captive, raping her repeatedly. Years later, Yaksha attempted to break her out of captivity but the pair perished in the process, torn asunder by the power his brother had drained from his lover.

      No wonder Kasipu was so intent on finding the one who had caused the destruction of his brother. He wasn’t after revenge for the death of a brother who—judging by his past actions—he had little care for.

      He wanted the power.

      Vee’s power.

      A power she had no idea how to wield.
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      With time left before her next visit to the demon Kasipu, Vee sent a message to Karan. For her insider on the goings-on within the supernatural underworld, the man—or whatever he was—had been unnaturally quiet. Minutes later, he’d responded with a location for their meet.

      The New York Museum of Natural History.

      Vee shook her head. She’d need Syama to get her out if she stayed past closing time. After having the hellhound transport her to a janitor’s closet inside the building, Vee had instructed the hellhound to return home and to stay by the phone. Oddly enough, the girl disobeyed without a question.

      Vee rolled her eyes and headed out of the closet with the hellhound in four-legged form, in tow. She made a mental note to investigate that oddity of Syama’s use of her demonic form without a fuss.

      Peeking outside, she checked the hall, then hurried out of the closet with Syama in tow, providing her glamor cover. Vee headed toward the main exhibition hall.

      The Mumbai Museum of National Art had an exhibit on a world tour, its current stop in New York lasting a mere three months. Two years ago, an archaeological dig had been halted by an earthquake so powerful it had resettled much of the currently excavated sites, destroying decades of hard work

      But, few researchers had shed any tears as the gains had far outweighed that loss. This destructive natural geographical disaster had revealed what archaeologists had searched forever since the first site of Mohenjo Daro had been discovered.

      Not only had they unearthed proof of the people, the riches of the cities and the land, and the political structures, the shifting of the lands had revealed that the River Saraswati hadn’t dried up. It had simply been redirected after an explosive disturbance—whether manmade or geographical, it was still to be determined.

      The great river had been sent underground.

      Divers had tracked the path of the now-subterranean river all the way back to the Indian Ocean in the south, and the Himalayas in the north. Oddly, a tributary had been formed that had led across the plate formation to Mount Kailas in Western China.

      As for the artifacts discovered, they’d detailed the rich religious and cultural beliefs of the city, confirming the civilization had thrived for over two thousand years, making it the oldest known city of that size and construction in the history of human civilization.

      As Vee and Syama entered the exhibit, she approached a young boy on her right, who stood staring at a hand-carved statue of a woman with the head of an owl. As Vee passed, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye—the head of the statue rotating, its eyes following Vee’s trajectory.

      Vee blinked, pausing to look over her shoulder.

      On second perusal, the statue was just a statue, albeit with an extremely interested audience of one.

      The young boy faced the owl, his skin almost glowing in the white light aimed at the artifact. He was slim, tall, and words like lanky and lithe popped into Vee’s head. Dressed in a pair of white jeans, a white shirt threaded with silver, and gray leather shoes, he looked elegant and out of place beside Vee’s more casual style. Syama remained uninterested, keeping close at Vee’s heel.

      The boy didn’t appear to notice Vee’s observation and she sighed and made her way to Karan who she found seated on a bench, in front of a painting of a scorpion.

      Vee’s stomach tightened. Did he know something?

      She waved Symaa away and the hellhound took up position beside a carving of a dancing girl a few safe feet away. Vee sat beside her informant and waited.

      He didn’t look at her, not even to acknowledge her arrival. “Did you know that this particular scorpion, painted on a cave wall over six-and-half thousand years ago, was cataloged in 2014 as having been ‘discovered’?” He sniffed as if mortally offended by the word. “Discovered by whom? I know for a fact that the people of the Himalayas and Nepal have known of the existence of these scorpions for centuries and yet the media proclaim it as ‘recently discovered’ as if these creatures did not exist until suddenly someone happened upon them for the first time in ever.”

      Dude. Relax.

      Vee sighed. “When you see discovered, read ‘recorded and given a formal scientific name.’ University departments get government grants all the time and the discovery of a species boosts their standing, and their likelihood of receiving those grants.”

      He turned dark eyes to her, eyes so black she could almost see universes swirl within them. Vee blinked the images away as he spoke, “So you think it’s acceptable that they are claiming to have found creatures who had already existed, and who hadn’t needed finding in the first place?”

      Vee shook her head. “Scorpions are nothing. If you want to argue the point let’s start with America. Discovered by Columbus? But the Norsemen were here before that, and indigenous Native American tribes were already here, having settled the land centuries before. Yet people that were here when Columbus set foot on the soil of the continent were referred to as indigenous, as if the word meant the same thing as ‘before the point of discovery.’”

      “So the Native Americans are like these scorpions.”

      Vee nodded. “Like Vasco da Gama and Southern Africa, and Marco Polo and China. I could go on.”

      “So I’m supposed to accept it?” He seemed offended by the thought.

      Vee glared at him, her eyes narrowing. “If you can find a way to fix it, then go right ahead. Otherwise, all it is is words and regret and wishes that it had never happened that way.”

      Karan fell into an uncharacteristic silence.

      “Why is this such an alien concept to you?” Vee asked, suspecting his answer would be something that would blow her mind.

      He didn’t answer.

      Vee sighed. “Why are we looking at a scorpion?” Her fatigue tinged her voice but she didn’t care.

      Karan gave her the side-eye, then focused on the painting behind them by swinging around on the seat at his end. Vee followed suit and faced a triplicate of golden statues, each with colored gems for eyes.

      “You wanted to talk, not me,” he murmured.

      “Right,” she said, staring at the carved forms of three chimeras. That there’d been chimera in Indian mythology was a surprise to Vee, especially when she’d been reading the Apsara Scrolls all her life.

      “So . . . I need to speak to Lord Narasimha. How do I make that happen?”

      “You do?” His eyebrows rose, only a fraction but enough to indicate more than just mild curiosity.

      Vee nodded.

      “That—if I had to hazard a guess—will probably be impossible.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he has lost his belief in the human race. And he’s in seclusion.” His tone was matter-of-fact, as if with his words, Vee would listen and leave. Not a freaking chance.

      Then she frowned.

      How did he know this stuff? She shook away her thoughts. “Well, he needs to take a shorter break.”

      “Oh?” Karan responded, his eyebrows curving again. “Well, I suppose if you say so . . . I’m sure he will respond to your . . . invitation.”

      Frustrated, Vee groaned. “This is serious. People are dying in his name. I’m assuming he’d care about that. Or at least I’d hope he’d care.”

      Karan shook his head. “Narasimha was disillusioned a long time ago. He’s reached a stage where he no longer holds himself responsible for the actions of his worshippers.”

      “I thought gods thrived on the energies of their worshippers’ prayer.”

      “There is good worship, and there is bad worship.”

      Vee sighed and her shoulders dropped. “This is just great. If I can’t speak to him, I’m not sure how to solve these murders.” Vee paused and glanced at Karan. “What about the goddess Pratyangira?”

      Karan paused and considered her question. “Possible, but last I heard she was somewhere in Naraka. That’s a huge plane.”

      “No cell reception, huh?” Vee muttered, her mind already focused on her next options.

      He sighed. “Unfortunately, the gods are not as organized as you would like to think. To be honest, it's mayhem. A lot of emotions and fear. It makes for a very unsettling time.”

      Vee shook her head. “I wouldn't have thought that the gods could be unsettled. One would think they’d be the ones offering safe harbor and a boost in self-confidence and faith.”

      “That’s expecting a little much, don’t you think?”

      “How so?” Vee was genuinely confused.

      “To receive respect, you must give it.”

      Ah. “And only when you give faith will you receive it. Ok. I get it.” Vee sighed and stared at the Chimera. Then she glanced at her informant. “How do you know so much?”

      He shrugged, giving her a small smile. “Let’s just say I know the right people who know the right people.”

      “So why offer to help me?”

      “Because you need the help. We all need the help,” he said, staring off into the distance, “because the age of Kaliyuga is upon us, and the world will destroy itself, and faith will die, and the gods will fade, then humanity will be decimated.”

      “Woah. That’s a bit negative.” Vee had learned of the ages a long time ago, and knew about Kaliyug—the age of destruction, where everything comes to an end because evil in heart and mind has taken control. But she’d never believed it was a real thing, always suspecting it was more a figurative illustration of the worst that could be.

      “It’s our reality, unfortunately.” Karan sounded supremely sad, so much that even the air around him seemed to simmer with grief.

      Weird.

      Vee blinked away the feeling and forced herself to focus. A whine from Syama confirmed the hellhound was going through pretty much the same weird confusion.

      Vee stared at Karan. “And how does it affect the gods?”

      He shifted his gaze to stare at Vee, as if he’d totally forgotten she was there at all. “You believe that the end of days does not affect the gods?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know anything enough to believe it or not. I’d never put much stock in the stories.”

      “Well, perhaps it’s time you look around. Study the world, and the humans in it. See what you can find that uplifts, that has faith, that inspires love, and you will see that it’s few and far between. People of faith claim to have faith and love and charity in their hearts, but in truth they instinctively believe they are better than those who do not follow their path. Is that not vanity? To believe you are better than another?”

      Vee nodded. “And no matter how much faith and love you have for your god, when you believe on the basis that the next person isn’t as righteous as you are, you effectively negate the goodness within your soul with the vanity and assumed superiority. I hadn’t thought of that.”

      Way deeper conversation that she’d expected to have.

      “Too many people haven’t thought of that. And you get congregations of worshippers who emit power to the heavens, but that power is not faith but hate, it isn’t love but vanity. There are pockets of worshippers, small groups across the world, the odd pure-hearted soul. Their faith is pure, and their love untarnished, but they are too small, too few. They help to sustain the heavens, but it isn’t enough.”

      “And people cannot be made to do anything about it?”

      “People prefer to believe in the idea of a god. They won’t take kindly to the actual existence of one.”

      He had a point.

      In fact, he had way too many points.

      Points that made Vee take a good look at her own beliefs. What power was she putting out on a daily basis?

      Then she shook her head. She didn’t have time for an introspection of faith. With a sigh, Vee got to her feet. “I have to go. I need to . . . be somewhere.”

      “Sorry, I haven’t been of any help. I will try and get the word out, but Narasimha is in seclusion. We cannot intrude unless he is willing.”

      She nodded. “I only wish gods worked the way they did of old.”

      “And how is that?” He tilted his head and watched her, a twinkling in his eye.

      “Well, you whisper your prayers to them and they hear you.” She gave a wry smile.

      Karan’s lips turned up in response. “And what makes you think that is no longer the case?”

      Vee snapped an annoyed gaze at him. “You just said—” She shook her head. “Ugh, never mind. I really have to go.”

      “Are you sure you don’t need help on this other problem of yours?”

      Vee considered telling him.

      Instead, she thanked her informant and walked off, annoyed that the whole visit had given her nothing.

      But the demon had demanded no involvement of the gods. Which itself was a big red flag. But as with most hostage negotiations, she couldn’t push her luck because she didn’t know what his connections were.

      Her stomach tightened.

      He could have a man just like Karan, with his ear to the ground and his nose to the wind, listening for chatter from the heavens, the hells, and everywhere between.

      And Vee couldn’t risk it.
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      With Syama in tow, Vee passed the owl artifact and her steps slowed. She stopped to study it, wondering if she’d imagine it before when she’d seen the sculpture’s head move.

      She angled toward it to read the card.

      Mythical Creature: SIRIN: Description: human body, head of a silver-feathered owl

      
        
        Occurrences in Modern Literature: Russian Legends

        Anecdotal references: Said to “live in the Indian lands” or “on the borders of Eden”

        Occurrence in Ancient Literature: God of Ancient India - Pre Dravidian.

      

      

      

      Vee pursed her lips as she studied the carving again, admiring the smooth, clean strokes.

      Interesting.

      Then she hurried out of the exhibit, heading back to the closet glancing down at Syama who trotted beside her. For once she was grateful the hellhound had defied her initial instruction. While she’d been talking, the museum had closed, but for some reason nobody had urged the boy or Karan to leave. Vee had been invisible, courtesy of Syama.

      Footsteps echoed behind her and Vee glanced over her shoulder to see the beautiful boy from the exhibit hurrying toward her, his eyes filled with an intensity she couldn’t define.

      She stopped and watched as he drew closer. Beyond his shoulder, she saw the camera swing toward her. The boy walked around Vee and faced her, clearly either unaware or uncaring that he’d be caught on camera in the halls of the museum after closing time.

      Vee’s eyes narrowed as she studied the boy. Shoulder-length hair, almond eyes. Too damned pretty to be a male, but when he got older he’d be seriously hot.

      “I apologize for accosting you in this manner.” His eyes shone, as if being there filled him with joy.

      Strange guy.

      Vee inclined her head, acknowledging the apology, and noting that his ensemble now included a belt around his hips that bore two sheaths made of soft white leather, the hilts and handles intricately carved silver. That he was armed should have worried her, but for some strange reason Vee was not in the least afraid of him.

      “I am Akil. I have a message for you. And three gifts.” He held out his palms and a lotus flower appeared in one, while the other hand curved to hold a chakra, the weapon weighing down the boy’s hand enough for his muscles to bunch through the fabric of his white shirt. The size of a dinner plate, the golden disk was edged with a line of angry-looking blades, each curved to resemble flames, yet dangerous enough to slice through skin at the slightest touch.

      “These are from Lord Narasimha. He wishes you to know that he has heard your plea, but is only able to act indirectly. Until his penance is completed, he cannot act in a personal manner.”

      Vee nodded and stared at the fragile white flower and then at the gleaming chakra. “Thank you. I mean . . . can you thank Lord Narasimha for me?”

      The boy nodded. “You have just done so, therefore there is no need to transmit your message.”

      Vee smiled and stared at the objects. He handed over the chakra, then withdrew a small golden box in which he placed the flower. “The flower must be brewed into a tea, but not by your own hand. A family member, preferably the female of your line.”

      Vee frowned. “Why so?”

      “Within the blood of a mother lies a strength so great that there is little that can break it. When a mother brews the tea, it is filled with not only her love and strength but those of every mother before her. Together with that power, the tea is imbued with Lord Narasimha’s power. Both together will provide protection should you need it.”

      Vee nodded, unable to form the words. Perhaps she’d had way too much wisdom imparted upon her in too short a period of time. “And this?” She lifted the chakra.

      He smiled, amused. “You may use that to fight.”

      Ha-ha.

      She hefted the golden disk. “It’s rather large to carry around.”

      The boy stepped closer and waved a hand over the chakra. Instantly, it disappeared, its weight now almost nothing. She still felt its presence, though. He waved a hand over it again and then said, “Wish it invisible, and it is done.”

      “That’s pretty awesome,” she said, smiling as she waved her own hand over the weapon and wished it away. This time it took a little longer, the chakra shimmering in the air before it slowly faded.

      “With practice it will get easier.”

      Reluctant to try again with a witness—in case she failed—Vee hooked it carefully into her belt using the clip attached to one edge, silently appreciating the modern touch to what must be an ancient weapon.

      Straightening, Vee looked at the kid. “Thank you.” There was a third gift but she didn’t want to ask, as it would seem presumptuous now.

      “Do you not wish to receive your third gift?” His lips quirked and his eyes sparkled with mischief.

      Vee cleared her throat. “Considering I’m not sure of protocol here . . .” He nodded but still grinned. And waited. “So . . . what is this third gift, then?” She forced the words out and she was sure they sounded as irritated as she was with the kid’s games.

      He opened his arms wide, as if presenting himself to her.

      Wait, what?

      Vee’s eyes grew large. “You?”

      He nodded. “I am to be your advisor and protector.”

      Vee frowned. “Thank you . . . only I already have one bodyguard.”

      The boy bowed low. “The hellhound is a gift from Yamaraj. You should consider yourself fortunate to have a second god gift you a protector.”

      Beside Vee, Syama let out a low growl, one hidden by the glamor, thank god. Vee waved a finger at her, instructing her to remain silent until she figured the kid out.

      The form of the boy shimmered, and his skin sparkled like ice for a few seconds before he solidified again.

      “What was that?”

      He blushed. “When I am filled with joy, I sometimes lose my glamor.”

      “Filled with joy?” Vee was beginning to feel rather dumb.

      “It is a blessing to be assigned to attend you. Your work is vitally important and everyone knows it.”

      “Everyone?”

      He nodded. “Those who have heard your prayers will know of you. Otherwise your identity is safe.”

      Vee nodded and then took a step to the closet. Opening the door she glanced over her shoulder. “Okay. I really have to head back.” She stepped into the shadowed interior, then she hesitated. “Will you be coming with me?”

      He shook his head. “Not in this form.”

      Vee frowned as he stepped past her into the darkness. She gave him a short look as he rested his elbow against the handle of a floor polishing machine, then moved aside so Syama could enter.

      As she glanced up, the boy’s form shimmered a silvery white, and Vee winced against the brightness of it. Then the light exploded into a cloud of silvery stardust and on the handlebars of the machine now sat a wide-eyed, silver-feathered owl.

      Get the fudge out of here.

      Without a word, the bird—Akil—launched himself into the air with a light thrust of his wings, landed on Vee’s shoulder and waited as Syama transformed into her girlie form.

      “What is that?” she snapped, her eyes darkening with suspicion.

      “Never mind him for now. Let’s get home,” said Vee.

      Syama lifted an eyebrow but transported them home without further question, while Vee tried to absorb the fact that she had a mythical sirin on her shoulder.
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      They arrived in the living room with Syama glaring at Vee and then at the owl who sat silently on her shoulder.

      Vee glanced up at him, giving him a pointed look.

      The sirin took flight, spreading his beautiful white wings, and rose into the air then swooped back down. As he closed in on the ground his form shimmered and in what looked like a move practiced to perfection he transformed in a flash of bright white light and landed on the ground, as graceful as a ballet dancer or a gymnast.

      He turned to face Syama, giving her a shallow bow in greeting. She did the same, then faced Vee.

      “A sirin?” she asked, eyebrows bobbing.

      Vee shrugged. “A gift.”

      “From?”

      “Lord Narasimha.”

      Syama let out a soft huff. “Did Karan give you anything to help the case.’’

      Vee frowned. “Actually, not so much. What he did supply will help in general . . . I think.” Then Vee remembered something. Turning to the sirin she asked, “Wasn’t there a message?”

      Akil tipped his head. “To stop the killing you have to cut the problem off at its head.”

      “Eh?” Vee lifted her chin. “That’s it?”

      Akil nodded, his expression serene.

      “We’re resorting to cryptic puzzles? Now? When people are being killed?” Vee felt frustration bubble up within her and she had to breathe to force it back down.

      The sirin tilted his head, the action so owlish that for a moment Vee could see the image of his owl likeness superimposed on his human form.

      “I understand your frustration,” he said, tipping his head to the side in a semi-bow, “but the gods are not allowed to help directly. They can impart wisdom, but in such a way as they do not break the law of direct interference. They cannot influence thought or action.”

      Vee sighed. “So . . . a cryptic puzzle is the extent of it.”

      Akil smiled. “Also the lotus, the chakra and myself.”

      Kid has a point or three.

      Syama rolled her eyes and Vee smiled. “So, Akil. Will you be living with us?” Vee ignored Syama’s open mouth.

      He bowed. “Yes. I do not require sleeping quarters and I do not sleep. I will not be a burden as my duty is to guard you at all times.”

      “You most certainly will not,” Syama snapped, her cheeks red.

      Akil glanced over at her. “Why not? It is my duty.”

      “Duty be damned. You will not be guarding her at all times. There are times when a lady requires her privacy.”

      Akil hesitated. “Oh, yes. Of course. Do not be concerned. As long as the locations of ablution facilities are secured I will not need to be present.” His turn for his cheeks to go pink.

      Syama let out a laugh. “So you’re going to check out the toilet, every single time?”

      Akil cleared his throat.

      Syama sneered. “Look, buddy. I’m not sure why you’re here but I’m her bodyguard. And I was here first.”

      Akil hesitated and glanced at Vee as is if she were meant to back him up. Vee raised an eyebrow. “She was here first. Guess it means she’s in charge.”

      For the briefest moment, he hesitated, then gave a nod. “Whatever you wish,” he said, then turned to Syama and switched on the charm. Grateful for the distraction, Vee turned her attention to her phone, checking her messages for autopsy results, leaving Syama to socialize with her new partner.

      The first message she opened gave her information that made her stomach harden.

      Second autopsy results: feline claw fragments found within both chest and abdominal cavities. Panthera Leo DNA is confirmed as more than a trace.

      A claw fragment including the root was located caught against a broken rib. Suggests being broken off during the attack. Confirmed human DNA found but the percentage content and structure may indicate some form of DNA manipulation.

      For Vee, the DNA results matched what she’d already known. The only problem was the records at the coroner’s office could prove a potential danger. Especially with all the questions Vee was asking.

      She placed a call to Rossi.

      “Sir, I need a report redaction from the coroner’s files.”

      “How soon?”

      “Immediately.” She was glad he’d move on it. “I just don’t want to hinder the investigation at all. The coroner’s doing an excellent job, but the autopsy results we just received cast a different light on the case. Of course, we do have the option to leave things as they are. I can follow up with a report that we have a killer masquerading as a lion and killing people with lion claws, but I need to be sure the cover will be maintained.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll have the guys make the file real hard to find. It won’t disappear, so there won’t be any suspicions.”

      Vee sighed. “I had a chat with Professor Menon today. Got a message from Brent while I was sitting in his office. The GPS gave him an address for the smartwatch’s partner phone.”

      “And?”

      “I was sitting at those coordinates.”

      “I see.” He paused a few moments. “How will you proceed?”

      “I installed a bug outside his window. I told Brent to monitor for anything suspicious. Haven’t heard back so I’m assuming we’ve scared them. I want eyes on Menon, but I’ll have my own people on it.”

      “I can send backup.”

      “It’ll be a waste of time. They won’t see anything.”

      Rossi paused. “Is this the glamor thing you told me about?”

      “Not really. More like intra-dimensional travel.” Vee had decided that filtering information to Rossi had to be done smartly. A little at a time, rather than shocking the man’s system into complete denial.

      “Meaning?”

      “The ability to move between dimensions. It isn’t teleportation, per se. It’s more using a different travel route that overlaps our dimension, just one that cannot be seen.”

      “Interesting.”

      It was how gods and demons traveled from one plane to the next. The Heavens were really located in the skies, just not within the earthly dimension. Otherwise, commercial airlines would have a terrible time finding a clear flight path from one city to the next.

      Or so Vee had heard.

      Rossi rang off with a promise to update Vee as soon as the tech guys had hidden the coroner’s report.

      Now, she debated telling Monroe about the professor, then considered that they’d find out soon enough. She didn’t believe for a second that Monroe’s team would continue to keep their hands off the evidence. They’d have an eye on the professor already.

      Vee dialed Nivaan. He picked up on the first ring.

      “Hey,” he said. A woman’s voice echoed in the background and a baby’s soft whimpers could be heard. Vee’s stomach twinged as she wondered if they were his family. She hadn’t even thought to ask if he was married.

      And to think he’d kissed her?

      Hold your horses, woman. A crying kid and female voice do not a wife and baby make.

      She shook her head. She was turning into a paranoid psycho.

      “Hey. If you have a couple people to spare, could you have someone keep a discreet eye on our professor?”

      A short silence, then a chuckle followed by a baby’s gurgle. “Already on it. Krish is out there with Ben.”

      “Tell them not to use their glamor.” Supernaturals were quite capable of identifying the glamors of super of their own kind. Beyond the natural ability to detect one’s own kind, most supernaturals could only see another supe when their glamor was down. Cross-species detection was a little more difficult, but the glamor let off a low vibration that was likely to alert someone old and powerful, with honed abilities. Hence a supernatural had to be careful at all times.

      Another pause, then a grunt of approval. “Makes sense. I’ll tell them as soon as I put the phone down.”

      “Oh, and tell them to check if the cops are staking the place out.”

      “Will do.”

      “And Nivaan?”

      “Yes, Vee?” A smile echoed in his tone.

      “Thanks.”

      “What for?” He sounded genuinely curious.

      “For helping me. I know it wasn’t easy considering the possibility of implicating yourself.” And considering he was likely married.

      “I do what I must for my people,” he said softly.

      Vee cleared her throat. “Ok. I gotta go. Text me if you have any news.”

      Nivaan rang off, the background sound of mother and baby now silent.

      Vee refused to ponder the meaning.
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      Vee came up with a plan to get her two security guys to work better together. She dragged them both over to the gym and insisted on going through some routines.

      Syama’s fighting style was similar to Kalari, and they’d sparred together before. Vee didn’t need to concentrate on her too much. Akil on the other hand—despite his elegant appearance—was a completely uncoordinated mess.

      “How is this so hard for you?” Syama’s tone was almost a whine as she glared at Akil, who lay on the floor, his skin flushed, holding his knuckles after having them rapped thrice by the flat of Vee’s sword-blade.

      Akil struggled for breath and got to his feet, cradling his swollen fingers. “I don’t do hand-to-hand combat.”

      Syama gave the glistening silver dagger in his hand a pointed look. “And that’s just for show?”

      Akil shook his head. “It’s . . . magical. They both work together.” He glanced at the second dagger of the set and bent to retrieve it from the floor at his feet. “When I use them together they work to protect me from attack.”

      “Meaning?” Vee asked, curious now.

      Akil nodded, raised the daggers and held them in front of him and took a shuddering breath. “Attack me with your sword.”

      Vee lifted an eyebrow then raised her sword, swiping it half-heartedly at Akil’s loosely-crossed blades. The sound of the impact rang around the room, slicing into Vee’s ears.

      Syama winced too, but Vee barely registered it as she stared at her sword in shock. Her blade had impacted Akil’s pair of daggers, then continued on its path, slicing through them and cutting Akil in half. The lack of solidity to his body only offered a small measure of relief.

      Vee straightened and inhaled. “So it makes you non-corporeal.”

      Akil tilted his head in a short bow.

      But Vee was shaking her head. “It’s the easy way out.”

      “Why?” The boy’s eyebrows were twisted into a frown. Over his shoulder, Syama gave Vee a look to which she responded with a nod and a grin.

      Syama stepped forward, giving Akil’s left fist a rap while Vee did the same on the other hand.

      Without a weapon, the boy was defenseless as Syama came up behind him, put one blade to his neck and the other to the back of his ribs. Vee placed her sword at his throat.

      “Akil shish-kabob?”

      The sirin merely grinned.

      He shimmered, his image wavering and losing solidity. Then he shattered into a cloud of silver-tinged white feathers.

      Vee blinked as her sword now pointed at nothing. Grinning, she tracked the cloud of feathers as it surged into the air, transformed smoothly into an owl which glided around to the room and came to a perfect landing on the handlebars of the exercycle.

      “Nice,” Vee grinned as Syama nodded in agreement. “But, you still need to be familiar with the way Syama and I fight. That way you can predict our movements and know how to act in concert with us.”

      The owl swooped down, transforming into a boy as his feet touched the floor. Akil bent to pick up his daggers. Straightening, he smiled. “I see what you mean. I will practice with you. Your take on things is refreshing as well as educational.”

      Vee wasn’t sure what to say in response to Akil’s strange comment. Instead, she nodded and instructed the two to begin an intense sparring session. Akil was a fast learner and Vee was beginning to get used to the idea of having the boy around.

      Guess Narasimha knew what he was doing when he’d sent the sirin to Vee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

        

      

    

    
      Vee had just showered and changed when her phone began to vibrate. The low growl of the device was amplified as it skidded across the surface of her dresser, and she lunged for it as it danced over the edge.

      “Vee?”

      “Brent.” Vee hoped the tech nerd had something worthwhile for her. And considering the excited lilt to his voice, she suspected he did. “What do you have?”

      “I was listening to the feed on that bug you put at the professor’s house. We got a mention of a factory.”

      A factory? “That’s a probable location for a murder, or for cult activity. If it’s a cult.” Vee spoke almost to herself.

      Brent cleared his throat. “Agreed. I’ll keep listening. I’ll ring if I hear anything else.”

      “Okay. Anything from the GPS on the victim’s phone?”

      The clacking of keys that filtered through the phone confirmed that Brent was processing the tracking, having forgotten to respond with a yes or a no.

      Vee hid a grin. The guy’s mind was always in a different world, or off on a different tangent than the rest of the normal people around him.

      “Right, I’ve got it moving south toward the old Nevin’s Industrial Park.”

      Vee frowned and ignored him. “The place is mostly abandoned now.”

      “Yeah. A number of buildings are on the list for demolition.”

      “Would make it difficult to hide out there.”

      “Exactly. Areas like Nevins are dangerous in that demolitions go off intermittently as the lawyers continue to rescind leases and level the buildings. Parker Nevins lost millions using that land. It hadn’t belonged to him, but he’d gone ahead and developed it anyway. Leased plots in his fancy new industrial zone with state-of-the-art security and maintenance facilities. Right now, the homeless and the drug-peddlers have moved in, making the place a nightmare to keep secure.”

      Sometimes Brent was heartwarmingly informative. “Not going to be easy for me to enter the zone to investigate.”

      Brent chuckled. “Not unless you own the place. Or at least know the owner.”

      Vee had assumed as much. “Look into that for me, okay?”

      “Already on it.”

      “Thanks. I’ll do a physical search, but right now I’m limited on manpower and we can’t show our hand throwing FBI agents at the place.”

      “Yeah. Let me know if you come up with any ideas on that.”

      Vee smiled. “I most certainly will.” Then she paused. “Oh, I need a detailed report on the owner of that phone you sent. Name, address, date of purchase are fine but I need recent activity. As in current movements, app syncs, data downloads et cetera.”

      “You got it. I’ll email that to you in a couple minutes.” Tapping again. “What are you thinking?”

      “The watch syncs with the phone, right?”

      “As long as the owner has the sync set up, yes.”

      “Okay, if it’s all working fine, won’t some of the activity on the phone show on the watch?” When Brent grunted an affirmative, Vee said, “So if this phone belongs to the victim and it’s been stolen by the killer, then it's possible that the phone will transmit some of that data to the watch right?”

      “Yup.” Brent already sounded distracted.

      Vee exhaled. “I need to look at the watch.”

      “Why?”

      “Because, don’t some mobile phone users sync files to other cloud devices? What you have so far are the basics. What if the victim saved photos to a different cloud, and documents somewhere else?”

      Vee heard a slapping sound and her eyes widened. “What was that?”

      “It’s called a face-palm…”

      Vee grinned. She wasn’t surprised that he was berating himself. That was something he should have been onto already.

      “Mmhh. Okay.”

      “You’ll have to speak to Monroe about the watch, though.”

      “I thought you had it?”

      “Nope. We requested it. All they sent over was the serial number and a digital copy of the sim.”

      Vee snorted. Trust Monroe to attempt to make things a little more complicated than they needed it to be.

      Either that or the woman was just being overly careful.

      “Great.” Vee suppressed a groan. “I’ll have to get to the station to take a look at the watch.”

      “Yeah. Good luck,” the techie said. Vee snorted. “Oh, and can you fingerprint it for me? I need a second set for comparison.”

      “Yes, sir,” Vee said, before signing off.
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      Vee drove to the police station with the sirin in the back seat and Syama at her side, sitting there in total silence.

      Yet, for the first time Vee felt the girl’s quiet reflection was nothing more than just that. It had been a while since she’d felt any true anger or negativity from the hellhound, and that felt good.

      Vee and Syama got out of the car while Akil took flight and used his glamor to turn himself invisible, flying over the top of the building.

      Neither girl paid much attention as they both knew there was little chance of getting rid of him. He took his job seriously.

      Vee entered the building and Syama hung back, loitering in the waiting area. Vee headed inside, walking through the closely-packed desks. Monroe and her team had their own small office to the left, and Vee came to a stop on the threshold, knocking lightly on the glass of the door.

      Monroe looked up from her computer, frowning at the sight of Vee, unannounced in her doorway.

      “Agent Shankar?” Monroe got to her feet. “What can I do for you?”

      Vee stepped inside, glancing around at the officers at their desks, heads down but eyes flicking toward her. Vee figured they were waiting to see Monroe chew her out.

      Vee approached the desk and sat in the single chair in front of Monroe’s desk. “I need to have a look at the evidence from the jogger’s murder scene.”

      The detective studied Vee for a moment, first suspicion then irritation flitting across her features. “What’s going on?”

      Vee shook her head. “Nothing that I know of. I just need to look at the evidence. I want to check that watch again.”

      She paused wondering why she should have to justify her reasons to look at evidence that should be shared, especially since the FBI had jurisdiction.

      When she met Monroe’s eyes she had a suspicion that the detective had come to the same conclusion. Whatever game she’d wanted to play, she must have accepted that there were lines she ought not to cross.

      Monroe got to her feet. “Fine, come along. We’ve been going over the evidence. It’s all in the boardroom.” Without a word Monroe walked off, and Vee scrambled to follow.

      Monroe led her down the hall to a large boardroom, a table with ten chairs and three giant whiteboards along the long wall. One was dedicated to the killing of the girl in the alley, the second to the jogger, and the third to extraneous info.

      On the table were five evidence boxes. Monroe waved at them, and Vee didn’t waste a moment. She hurried over, found the box containing the evidence from the jogger’s murder, and rifled through the bags.

      When she pulled out the bag marked “Watch,” she let out a shocked breath, turned and stared at Monroe, holding up the empty plastic envelope.

      Monroe’s eyes widened, her skin flushing with shock. She hurried to the box, grabbed the bag from Vee’s hand and studied it hard.

      “What the hell?”

      Vee turned to look at Monroe, fury in her eyes. “I thought the evidence was supposed to be secure?” Vee wanted to be angry with the detective, but it was enough to see the look in her eyes to know that Monroe had had nothing to do with the disappearance.

      Monroe growled and slammed her palm onto the table. “This room is secure. This should not have happened.” She glanced around the room, a cold desperation in her eyes.

      Vee stiffened. Evidence was stolen. For whatever reason, someone had stolen only one piece of the evidence. Would they stop at one item?

      What else would they want to take?

      Vee and Monroe both turned to look at each other, spun on their heels and raced out of the room. They headed for the elevators and Monroe punched the button three times, growled, and then ran for the stairwell door.

      Monroe slammed it open and Vee followed.

      A flat clicking, and the rush of feathers on air kept pace with Vee and a glance over her shoulder confirmed that both Syama and Akil were on her tail.

      They sped down the three flights to the autopsy room, the hollow sounds of heels echoing the empty fear in Vee’s heart.

      The closer they got to Max’s lab, the harder Vee’s heart raced. Vee tugged her Glock from her holster and held it out, thumb near the safety just in case. They reached the autopsy room doors which were usually sealed and needed a passcode.

      Vee and Monroe came to a stop, the detective’s breathing steady even after the sprin down the stairs.

      Syama drew up at Vee’s side, her nose rising up to sniff the narrow space between the doors, while the white owl floated down the corridor at their left, completing a cursory inspection.

      The two women exchanged a worried look after staring hard at the doors. Doors that should have been sealed, but were now standing ajar.

      Vee pulled one door open and rushed inside, aiming her weapon as she spun around and scanning the lab. The hellhound’s claws clicked on the tiles as she hurried around and sniffed the room for intruders.

      Metal gurneys glinted in the harsh fluorescent light and the bite of the chemicals made Vee’s stomach turn.

      She shifted her sight to study the aural patterns around the room. Traces of Jo’s aura patterned the lab, back and forth, crisscrossing over and over with Max’s remnants from today, leading up to a few days in the past.

      But Jo had left the lab hours ago, leaving Max alone for a while until someone else entered. Someone who’d propped the door open with a long thin object.

      Someone who’d held a gun in his hand, who’d aimed it at a figure walking out of the inner refrigeration room.

      Akil swooped past Vee, curving around to land at the other end of the lab. He settled on the edge of the last autopsy table and stared wide-eyed at the freezer door. Syama’s low growl filled the lab, and the hair on the back of Vee’s neck stood on end.

      Vee rushed past Monroe, brushing into the detective’s shoulder so sharply that she received a dirty—though curious—look. Vee ignored it and moved past her, eyes on the narrow space between the last two autopsy tables. The auras also led her toward the closed refrigerator door, where Syama now waited under the watchful eye of the white owl, both giving Vee expectant looks.

      “Max?” Vee ran to the door, pulled it open and came face-to-face with a very frozen Max. His skin was gray, lips blue and his eyebrows and hair were covered in a layer of frost. The coroner—who had been hugging himself tightly and pacing the floor of the icy freezer—came to a sudden stop when Vee almost barreled right into him.

      “Max,” Vee gasped, rushing toward him. She threw her arms around him, ignoring the prickling of ice on her skin, and pulled him out of the freezing room and into the lab, scattering dog and bird alike. Monroe paused mid-speech, a phone to her ear, her eyes wide, staring at Max as if she’d seen a ghost.

      “What happened, Dr. Feldman?” asked Monroe, her own face pale now, her voice gruff.

      Max stumbled and Vee led him to the chair behind his desk. She ran over, grabbed three lab coats from the rack by the door and wrapped them around Max.

      Monroe returned her attention to her phone, calling in the ambulance while Vee inspected the bloodied, frozen wound on Max’s temple. He winced and then smiled, the movement lifting his bushy, frosty eyebrows. Vee brushed the white dusting off and sank down beside him.

      Out of the corner of her eye she saw Syama head out of the lab to keep watch from outside while Akil waited just inside the door, perched on the backrest of an office chair. Seems he didn’t have issues with the smell of chemicals.

      Vee focused on Max who sat beside her, shuddering a little slower now. “Feeling better?” she asked softly.

      His nod was firm, and nothing about him spoke of fear or trauma. He just appeared a little dazed. And frozen.

      “Remember anything?”

      Max’s jaw pulsed. “I came out from the freezer . . . I was storing one of the bodies from today’s scheduled autopsies.” He glanced back at the giant metal door that was now securely shut, keeping the icy air inside. “A man was here, masked. Waved a gun around. Asked for the jogger’s body. I refused.”

      Vee shook her head. “Gave him a hard time, huh?”

      Max grinned then winced and pointed to his forehead. “Got this for my troubles.”

      Pursing her lips, she studied the wound keeping her expression sober. “That could be a good war story for the ladies. Strong men make the girls weak in the knees.” Max chuckled and Vee said, “Remember anything after he hit you?”

      “Nope. Lights out.” Max frowned. “Thing is . . . he mentioned the jogger by the case number.”

      Syama had completed her investigation and had positioned herself by the door to wait for Vee.

      Vee got to her feet and stared at the refrigerator door. “And how would he have known that?”

      She hurried to the freezer and tugged open the door, lifting the sheets off the corpses one at a time to check for the jogger. Of the eight bodies in the frozen room, none of them were the second victim.

      Shivering, Vee shut the door and returned to Max’s side as Monroe approached. Just as the detective opened her mouth to ask a question, Vee cut her off. “The jogger is gone.”

      Monroe clamped her mouth shut, her face growing hard. “Well, fuck,” she growled, turning on her heel and walking away. Muttering a few more expletives, which were muffled by a hand over her face, Monroe turned to Vee. “What the hell is going on here?”

      Vee lifted and dropped a shoulder. “You have a mole.”

      “Like hell we do,” Monroe snapped, the words blasting from her lips like bullets. “How do I know it’s not one of your team?”

      Vee arched an eyebrow. “We asked for the watch and only its sim card was sent over. What’s up with that?” Vee paused. “We’ve been generous even though the FBI has jurisdiction.”

      Monroe’s face looked like she was about to explode. Vee waited, arms folded as she leaned against the autopsy table, waiting for it to sink in. Finally, the detective let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m going upstairs. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      Monroe left, but her unsaid words hovered around in the room.

      Hopefully whatever else you need hasn’t gone missing as well.

      Once Monroe left, Vee sighed and pushed another office chair beside Max. She took a seat and kept an eye on him. The color was slowly returning to his cheeks and Vee felt a rush of relief.

      She sighed. “Well, at least you managed to complete the autopsy.”

      Max gave her a rueful smile.

      Vee stiffened.

      “What?” asked Max, the lines in his forehead deepening.

      “They’ve taken the body, but what about the other parts of it that you tested?”

      “I just got them back before the invasion of the body-snatchers.”

      Vee choked and let out a laugh at the coroner’s reference. At least he was back to being in good spirits, enough to make jokes.

      “So they’re safe?”

      He gave a no idea shrug. Vee hurried over to the inner office, unsurprised to see that the surface of the desk was a mess. Drawers were opened and chairs overturned.

      “They did a number on the place,” she called over her shoulder. “Where’s this safe of yours?”

      When Max answered his voice came from the doorway. Vee glanced up. “Behind the whiteboard. It looks secure.”

      Vee glanced over at the whiteboard on the wall. Although she was curious about how and why he’d hidden a safe behind the board, she was satisfied to know that at least that evidence was safe.

      Vee walked over to him and squeezed his shoulder as she passed him. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

      He nodded.

      “And call me if you hear anything?”

      He patted Vee’s hand which was still on his shoulder. “I’ll be fine, my dear. You go on and do your job.”

      Vee saluted him with two fingers to her temple and headed out of the autopsy lab, a white owl flying over her shoulder.
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      The next morning, Vee was eating a bowl of cornflakes, while Akil sat on the table swaying his legs like a kid on a swing when she received an update-that-wasn’t-an-update from Brent that was disappointing, to say the least.

      FYI. Identity of the victim unknown. No dental records, no match to any missing person’s report. He’s a regular John Doe. Info is a little too bare so I’m digging deeper. My paranoid side is suspicious.

      Vee sent off her thanks, and agreed with Brent. It was far too coincidental that the killers had chosen a victim who was totally untraceable. Coincidences like that only happened in the movies.

      The only thing she could think of that would help was being able to track the body parts they did have on hand. Vee glanced at her watch, thinking a stop at the coroner’s office would help her investigation, then sent Akil to fetch Syama. Max had something she needed.
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      At the coroner’s office, Max was nowhere to be found. Jo, on the other hand, was swaying around to jazzy tunes sung by the golden-voiced Bublé while stitching up a Y-incision—a scene that never failed to amaze Vee. Syama waited outside while Akil flew past Vee and checked out the lab before finding a spot on the windowsill to take up watch.

      “Hey, Vee.” She smiled, her teeth glinting eerily as she reached for a pair of scissors to cut off the ends of the twine she’d used to neatly sew up the skin.

      “Hey. How’s Max?” Vee asked, still a little worried about the old man.

      “He’s ok. Still a little sore in the noggin.” She made a face but Vee could tell Jo was still concerned about him. “Should be back tomorrow.”

      Vee gave her a comforting smile. “I’m sure he’ll be right as rain.”

      Jo nodded, her smile washing away the concern from her eyes. “So . . . what can I do for you?”

      Vee hovered at the head of the table, avoiding the naked corpse as best as she could. “I need those samples of internal organs and some of the pieces of claw that you guys found.”

      Jo nodded. “Good thing those weren’t taken. And yes. We have the lungs and small particles of the organs that hadn’t been removed during the disembowelment.”

      “I’d have thought it would have been an easy removal.” Vee’s brow furrowed.

      “Sometimes it is. A slash of a knife to the abdomen allows gravity to do its job, but the claws did damage that left residual remains.” Jo drew the sheet over the corpse. She headed over to the sink to wash her hands.

      “Can I grab them?”

      Jo shut the faucet off with the back of her hand and tugged at the dispenser for a paper towel. Then she turned and pointed at the fridge. “The organ samples should be in the safe, but the claws are probably in the in-tray.”

      Vee’s spirits were buoyed. “The in-tray?”

      “Yes. Max had them sent up to MRI yesterday morning.”

      She tossed the used towel into the trashcan and headed for the small lab desk where she picked up a yellow, inter-office envelope and handed it to Vee. “That’s the claw fragments. Let me know if you need the rest of the organs.”

      Vee nodded, and as she peered inside, she shifted her vision to her aural sight and shivered at the curling aura lines curving around the tiny fragments—gray and gold specks contained within a small plastic bag.

      Vee pulled free of the sight and focused on Jo, raising the envelope to her in question. “I’ll take this for now.”

      “Just sign it out on the sheet for the paper trail.” Jo waved a finger at the clipboard beside the in-tray and Vee dutifully scribbled her signature.

      “I’ll bring it back as soon as I’m done.”

      Jo nodded but she already seemed distracted.

      Clutching the envelope, Vee jerked a chin at the white owl and hurried out of the morgue to find Syama lurking in the hallway.

      They had work to do.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the police station, Vee and Syama got into the car, with Akil in the back seat, watching them in the rearview mirror. Cops milled around and Vee stilled for a moment, staring at face after face, wondering which one of them had fed information to the killers.

      With a sigh, she sat back and stared at Syama.

      “What’s up?” The hellhound-girl studied Vee’s face. “You have that look on your face that says I’m not going to like what you’re about to ask me to do.”

      Vee patted her jacket and the mailing envelope in her inner pocket crackled. “I want to try to track the bone chips.” Syama’s mouth curved in a distasteful twist. “You’re going to have to try as well. The more trackers we have on it the better.”

      Syama opened her palm. “Let me see.”

      Reaching into her pocket, Vee withdrew the packet and placed it in the hellhound’s waiting hand. Syama opened the envelope and dropped the small plastic bag into her palm.

      She stared at it for a moment and sniffed the bag. Then she slid open the zip-lock and inhaled deeper. Shaking her head, Syama looked up at Vee. “Whatever it’s been through . . . whatever processes they’ve used to study the bone, it doesn’t have enough of a scent left for me to track it.” Syama shook her head. “I’m sorry. My scenting ability is always better where demons are concerned because . . . well . . . I am a demon. And you and I both know with effort I can track humans and supernaturals, but with bones that have so little scent on them? It’s almost impossible.” She glared at Akil’s reflection in the mirror, warning him not to say a word. The sirin merely lifted an eyebrow.

      Vee groaned. “Okay. There is one other option.” Vee started the car and headed off down the road.

      For a while Syama was engrossed in her phone, but then she looked up and asked, “Where are we going?”

      Vee ignored her and gritted her teeth as Syama peppered her with questions. Finally she rolled her eyes. “I need shifter help.”

      Syama perked up. “Oh?”

      As if she really had not known where they were going.

      Hiding a smile, Vee drove through Westwood Heights, and drew up alongside Nivaan’s house.

      The lights were on inside but Vee was reluctant to enter, the memory of a baby’s cries and a woman’s soft tones echoing in her mind.

      Her decision was taken out of her hands when the door opened and Krish hurried down the path to the car. His face bore a wide grin that was somewhat infectious.

      “You guys come to visit?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Vee was distracted as Syama bounded from the car, rushing around to Krish’s side. She had to admit the pair made a cute couple. Vee alighted as well, and leaned against her door. A quick glance revealed Akil in his snowy white owl form, watching from the back seat. Vee was still learning to understand the sirin’s animal expressions, and had no idea what the kid was thinking. Then she considered that it was likely better not to know.

      “Can you tell Nivaan that I need to speak to him about the case?”

      “Come inside. We’re having a barbecue out back.”

      Vee and Syama exchanged glances, and Vee felt worry tease her gut. She shook her head. “Look, I don’t want to disturb you guys. Just tell Nivaan.”

      “Tell Nivaan what?” asked the subject of their conversation, who now stood on the threshold of the entrance to the house, arms folded and watching them with a curious expression in his eyes. His hair was hidden by a gray beanie while his short-sleeved black tee emphasized the dark lines of the tattoos that covered his biceps.

      Vee swallowed hard and forced a smile on her face. She didn’t have the time to think about guys. Her life was filled with pain and loss and murder. No spare time for hearts and flowers.

      She smiled and walked to the front porch. “I need some help tracking the killer.” She figured getting to the point would make things easy for everyone. “I have a sample that we can use, but I’m not sure if you can even use it to track the scent.”

      Nivaan nodded and turned on his heel, beckoning her inside. He led her to his office upstairs and Krish and Syama followed, keeping their distance. The door was open and the alpha shifter stepped aside and waited, his gallantry a little out of place in this day and age.

      Vee entered and walked inside, withdrawing the envelope from her jacket pocket. Nivaan closed the door and headed for her, but before he could say another word, Vee handed him the envelope. “Tell me if you get anything from this.”

      Nivaan’s eyebrows bunched as he took the proffered evidence and peered inside. More frowning. He sat behind his desk and tipped the small plastic packet onto the table, staring at the tiny shards of claw, then lifting his eyes to meet Vee’s gaze.

      He didn’t say a word, just gave a short nod.

      “So you can sense it well enough to track it?” Vee asked, curious how his sense worked.

      Nivaan nodded again, and as Vee turned to study his face she caught a flash of white outside the window as the sirin swooped past and returned to land on the ledge outside the window. She’d forgotten about him.

      She dragged her eyes from the window and focused on Nivaan. “You can sense it without touching it?” she asked.

      He tilted his head. “It gives off more than a scent. It’s like a resonance that I can feel almost in my bones.” He took a deep breath and straightened. “So, yes. I can track it for you.”

      “When?”

      “When do you need me?”

      Vee blinked at the words, biting her tongue against saying something totally inappropriate. She cleared her throat. “As soon as possible . . . I’d like to track it as soon as possible. I’d need to study it as well, and then we can both go hunting.”

      His eyes skimmed Vee’s face, curious now. “How will you hunt him?”

      “Hopefully in tandem with you.” Vee reached over and scooped the packet up, holding it in the palm of her hand. The shards looked like broken pieces of bone, nothing out of the ordinary.

      Vee sat back and focused on the pieces, shifting her sight until her aural vision kicked in and she could see the shimmering cloud of colors surrounding the claws. The image of a man flickered in her vision, tall, his features so leonine that Vee stiffened.

      But overlapping that aura was a second image almost interlacing with the first, and this one too that of a lion, and for one second, one very brief moment, the dual lion aura seemed to jump out at her. Shocked, she flinched and let out a soft gasp feeling the room tilt around her. It had been years since she’d felt like fainting while reading the auras.

      What is wrong with me?

      “What is it?” asked Nivaan leaning closer. He almost touched Vee’s hand but stopped himself at the last moment as he stared at her. Although her vision was a little skewed, she was still very aware of the lion alpha with his hand mere inches from hers. His expression was perplexed as he studied her face.

      Whatever he saw was enough to relax him because he sat back and waited, patience emanating from his body. Vee could see the movements, his aura an emotional one as opposed to a physical residue.

      The suspect with the lion head was far different from Nivaan, which sent a thrill of relief through Vee’s heart.

      “What is it?” he asked again, this time his voice a little more fervent.

      Vee blinked. “The killer has a face of a lion, but something is wrong with the aura. It’s like he’s there . . . but he isn’t. As if two auras overlap each other.” She squinted at Nivaan, her face now pale. “I’m really not sure what I’m seeing.”

      She cleared her throat.

      He looked a little off-balance too, affected more than Vee could understand. Nivaan straightened. “I have time now if you need me.”

      Again with the double entendre?

      Vee eyed the shifter. “Thanks. The quicker we get it done the better.”

      Ugh.

      She got to her feet and reached out to drop the sample back into the envelope Nivaan held. Vee dropped the plastic bag into the envelope and Nivaan handed it back to Vee. As her fingers closed over the package they brushed his knuckles and her skin sizzled.

      She flinched, snatching her hand away and when she glanced up, the hurt in his expression was clear. But what choice did she have? This was work . . . a case. And she knew nothing about him. Why feel guilty when it was likely that he was cheating on his wife?

      Vee ignored the low thrum in her belly and headed out of the room. She didn’t look back to check if he’d followed.
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      Vee hurried downstairs, not looking back even when she reached her car. Syama scurried after her, the hellhound’s breathing heavy. Vee ignored her.

      That doctor-shifter dude had a bad habit of getting under Vee’s skin.

      “What’s going on?” Syama’s eyebrow lifted.

      “Nivaan is coming with us.”

      The hellhound glared at Vee, her expression hard at first, until she looked away, giving a silent sigh. “I guessed you’d need to find another way . . . considering I can’t be of any help.”

      Vee chuckled. “Don’t take it so personally. It’s just the way it is.”

      Syama shrugged and fell silent.

      Nivaan and Krish emerged from the house, hurrying down the steps to Vee’s car. The alpha drew up beside Vee. “Ready?”

      She nodded and got into the driver’s seat, receiving a smirk from the alpha and a dirty look from Krish. The younger shifters piled into the back of the car and Vee gunned the engine and drove off, giving the skies a quick scan for her snowy owl sidekick. He flew above the car, just behind and to her left, as if deliberately positioned so she’d see him in her side mirror.

      She glanced at Nivaan. “So now what?” she asked, waiting to hear how this was going to work.

      “We need to go to a familiar place of reference, a place that you know the killer has frequented.”

      “Will the crime scene do?”

      Nivaan nodded and Vee made a left toward the outskirts of the city. Visiting the crime scene in the dark was perhaps not the best way to study evidence but Vee wasn’t looking for anything physical.

      She glanced at Nivaan. “Will there be a problem considering the lack of an actual body?”

      He shook his head. “With the crime so recent I wouldn’t think so.”

      That was a relief.

      When they arrived at the park, Vee and Nivaan alighted and she was surprised to see the hellhound and Krish follow, with Akil making a landing on a nearby branch. He fluffed his feathers and then tucked his wings in, settling to watch them.

      The group followed the yellow tape all the way to the scene, glad that the pathway was still covered by the blue tiles.

      The tent was gone and so was everything else. Only the tiles and the little flag markers remained. Nivaan hunkered down beside the outline of the body and sniffed. A soft purring-growl shifted around her, its sound lifting the hair at the back of her neck.

      Krish stepped forward just as Nivaan got to his feet. He looked over at the younger shifter, then glanced up at Vee. “The scent is still good.”

      Vee nodded. “My team’s chasing down the identity of the victim but it’s taking a while. Still, the phone could tell us something.” Then she studied Nivaan’s face, an idea filtering to her. “He’s a jogger, so he came here on foot. Can Krish track the way you do?”

      Nivaan nodded. “His abilities are just as strong as mine. Alpha blood intensifies the power.”

      Vee glanced at Krish. Alpha blood? She studied both the men—similar bone structure, same hair and eye color—and wanted to kick herself for not realizing it earlier. They were brothers.

      She inhaled sharply. “Ok. Krish and Syama can track the jogger, you and I can look for the killer.”

      The younger pair nodded and Nivaan and Vee circled the gulley. Vee watched as Krish’s body shimmered into his lion form. Syama did the same and they both loped off, following the jogger’s path back in the direction he’d come from.

      With the other pair gone, Vee took out the bag of bone-chips and handed it to Nivaan.

      “Show, road, and all that.”

      The lion alpha gave Vee a grin, took the bag, opened the zip, and inhaled, his nostrils flaring slightly. Then he looked at her. “So how are we going to do this?” His gaze shifted down the road, as if looking off in the killer’s direction of escape.

      “What do you usually do?”

      He lifted a brow. “This isn’t on my usual to-do list.” His lips curled into a smile, and Vee got a flash of that dimple. “Usually, when I’m looking for someone, I’d shift and track them in that form. Means I’m running and if I have company I’m in a small pack.”

      Vee realized what he was trying to say. “So, how are we going to work this?” She thought for a moment. “How about you track it and if you find anything significant just tell me where to meet you so I can have a look at the auras.”

      The alpha shifter nodded and turned away, walking between the trees. He disappeared into the darkness and Vee headed back to the car, waiting only long enough for Akil to swoop down from the tree, land in human form and slide into the passenger seat. She gunned the engine and pulled into the road.

      She caught Akil up on what was happening and though he frowned, he said no more about it, instead turning his attention to the road. As Vee drove she intermittently shifted her sight from normal to aural in the vague hope of picking something up. With the forest on her left she caught a glimpse of a golden flash of aura. Was that Nivaan?

      Vee frowned and slowed to a stop on the side of the road as she focused on the blip of gold weaving through the trees leaving swirls of brilliant yellow in its wake.

      Vee found she recognized Nivaan’s aura now, and that startled her. Was she getting too close to him?

      She forced herself to focus and watched as Nivaan disappeared deeper into the dense stand of trees. She was about to slip back into the road when a semi trundled past, the shock of it making her bones go cold.

      Stupid. Pay attention.

      “Woah,” said Akil, eyes wide.

      “Sorry,” Vee apologized, shaking her head and checking the traffic before sliding onto the road.

      She followed until she came to a T-junction, watching until the shifter emerged from the trees and crossed the road. He wore a glamor that to most eyes he’d appear human, but on first glance, the eye tended to glaze, to slide off him too quickly, not remaining on him long enough to form any kind of opinion or thought.

      Over the next hour, Vee and Nivaan tracked the scent of the killer with Nivaan intermittently calling her to report his location, and Vee scanning the scene. Each time they came up with nothing.

      At last Nivaan called her from a warehousing district and when Vee drew her car up beside the pacing shifter, she wasn’t surprised at the sight of the abandoned location.

      “Trust the bad guy to find an abandoned warehouse in which to do his dirty work,” she said as she got out of the car and shut the door, leaving Akil inside.

      Nivaan shrugged, his gaze flitting around the parking lot, and beyond the iron fencing. Broken in places, it certainly wasn’t model security. “Nothing unusual. It’s quiet, unoccupied, a little on the dangerous side so you don’t have too many nosy-parkers around.”

      Vee nodded. “Right. Let me see what I can see.” She leaned against the car and shifted her sight. The area around them, though filled with pale light from the cloudy day, turned from blue-gray to black and silver. Overlaying the dark, opaque tones were streaks of brilliant color that were fresh aura signatures.

      Vee studied them all, filtering through them one at a time as she searched out that which belonged to the owner of the claws.

      She stiffened slightly as she caught sight of the lion-shifter, his aura glowing darkly, indicating some sort of stress or intensity of emotion.

      The aura hovered around the lot, moving as if the shifter had spent a bit of time, either standing and waiting there or pacing, as his path had crossed over a few times.

      Odd.

      Vee opened her eyes.

      “What did you see?”

      She flinched at the sound of Nivaan’s voice, still unused to having someone with her besides Syama.

      Vee shook her head. “He spent some time here, but the tracks stop, as if he’d been picked up by another vehicle before entering the property. Either that or they used this parking lot as a meet-up location.”

      “So that’s a dead end until we can go inside?”

      Nivaan stared through the wire fencing at the wide road that ran down the middle of the industrial business park. A dozen gigantic warehouses and plants lined the street, dark, shuttered, with peeling paint and shattered windowpanes left uncared for by owners who didn’t know or didn’t care—or both.

      “Yeah. A dead-ish end. We can’t enter now. Not in broad daylight, especially without permission. We’ll have to come back tonight.”

      Nivaan was heading to the passenger door when Vee’s phone rang, a call from Syama blinking on the screen. Vee answered and climbed into the car, putting the call on speaker. “We tracked the victim’s scent to a loft in Manhattan. Swanky place.”

      “You went inside?” Nivaan’s eyebrow lifted, clearly impressed at the enterprising pair.

      Syama snorted. “His name is Edward Spires, he’s a Wall Street guy, looks way young for his age.”

      Vee nodded. The description matched the jogger, who to Vee, had appeared late teens to early twenties. “Family?”

      “Estranged mother and stepfather,” Krish’s voice emanated from somewhere in the room, “there’s emails from them. Some abusive.”

      Vee’s brow creased. “How did you—”

      “Apparently shifters are nerds too.” Syama’s tone reflected an eye-roll.

      Nivaan chuckled and Vee grinned in response. The man’s smile was downright infectious.

      “Okay, so we have ID and family details.” Vee tapped a finger on the steering wheel, a part of her registering the absence of the owl. “We’d need to speak to the parents. See if they know anything.”

      “Hang on,” Krish called, “that would be a little hard. The parents were killed six months ago. Holiday boating accident somewhere in the Bahamas. They left after the mother had a gigantic disagreement with the son about his money.”

      “Guess he made big bucks.”

      “Yeah. His income was impressive, but he made large withdrawals on a regular basis which left him with very little savings.”

      Vee grunted. “So we know he isn’t giving his parents money, so maybe he has a gambling habit.”

      “Could be. I’ll keep looking, but so far the money is doing a Phileas Fogg. And I haven’t been able to track it. Probably won’t either.”

      Vee smiled at the kid’s reference. “Someone’s been reading Around the World in Eighty Days,” she muttered to herself.

      Nivaan’s responding laugh told her she hadn’t been quiet enough. “So the money trail is dead?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “My tech guy may be able to help with that. They have the gadgets.”

      “Krish is nodding,” Syama said, her voice filling the car.

      Vee let out a sigh. “So no parents to interview, no living relatives, no money in the bank, untraceable transfers. It’s all looking pretty dodgy to me.” She rubbed her forehead. This case was going from bad to worse with every second. Then Vee thought of the other victim. “The girl in the alley. Victim number one. She truly was a Jane Doe. Monroe’s files suggested she was trafficked because she had no identity in our systems but some of her implants—teeth, boobs, et cetera—implied she was South American.”

      “And the plot thickens,” said Syama with exaggerated drama.

      Vee rang off with instructions for them to copy whatever information they could, take as many pictures as possible, but leave the place as they found it. She sent a message to Rossi with details of the jogger’s—Spires’—address and then glanced at Nivaan.

      “So, both victims have no friends or family to speak of, no money in the bank—the prostitute had no bank account either. What if we were to assume the girl was also giving someone money. Extortion? Blackmail?”

      “So the killer is targeting loners for their money.”

      “Or killing those who have nobody to come find them.”

      Vee sat back, tapping her lip as she considered the option. “The similarity between the victims’ profiles makes me wonder if they may have joined a cult or become involved in a similar group, who were using them for their money.”

      Vee couldn’t believe she’d arbitrarily thrown the cult story at the professor. She’d said the first thing that had come to mind, and in the end she might be right.

      Nivaan cleared his throat. “Don’t some cults require their members to hand over all their money anyway?”

      Vee nodded. “As a means of control, yes. Either give them the money or give up your job. Although they are probably smart enough to keep the higher paid people in employment.”

      “Like the two victims.”

      “The prostitute . . . how well-paid was she?”

      Vee frowned. “Her clothing was expensive. A silk shirt that would have costed a pretty penny. Manolo Blahniks, and crocodile-skin purse.”

      “Maybe a call-girl,” suggested Nivaan.

      Vee nodded. High-class call-girls would charge a hefty fee, so that could fit. The girl hadn’t appeared trashy, despite the short shirt and fishnets. She sighed and keyed the ignition. “This case is making my head hurt.”

      Nivaan laughed as Vee dove off, her tires spitting stones as she left the parking lot and headed to Manhattan to pick up their young investigators, the sight of the sirin flying above strangely comforting.
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      Driving home, Vee gave Syama a quick glance.

      “Well done on the tracking of that jogger,” she said while Akil echoed her words from the backseat. He’d been silent but Vee had yet to figure out if he was upset or if that was just his way.

      Syama shrugged. “It was nothing. Besides, I got the feeling the shifter did most of the work.”

      Vee groaned, “Yeah. I know how that feels.” She punched Syama lightly on the shoulder, “Either way, that was some impressive work. At least we have something more concrete to go on.”

      “How’d your search go?” asked Syama, her gaze shifting from the scenery to Vee’s face.

      “We made it all the way to an abandoned industrial park. Lost the trail there, but we figure we’ll go back tonight and check it out.”

      “Not the best place to go searching in broad daylight,” offered Akil from the back seat.

      Syama nodded as they pulled up outside the house. The two girls and Akil alighted—with Akil taking flight in his owl form to do a quick recon—and Vee hurried to the door, thumbing the lock button on the car’s remote. Syama opened the door and Vee followed.

      As she turned to close the door, the sausage-dog-shaped doorstop caught against the edge of her foot. Ma had made the thing by hand, concerned about the space between the door and the floor, saying it let in too much cold air.

      Vee hopped aside, kicking to dislodge the wheat-stuffed dog, when a low popping sound echoed around her.

      Pain sliced through her arm, and then something large, white, and feathery full-body tackled her, sending her tumbling to the floor, while two more thud-pops reverberated inside the front hall. Vee’s neck snapped back and her skull hit the wood floor with an ear-ringing thud.

      The door slammed and Vee couldn’t decide which hurt more, her skull or her arm. She lifted her head and stared at her bloodied arm, frowning.

      “I think I just got shot.”

      “You think?” yelled Syama as she scrambled over to Vee. Mac came running down the hall and the hellhound screeched at him to get low.

      Akil groaned beside Vee and she lifted a head, spitting feathers out of her mouth. She glanced beside her and gasped at the sight of piles of bloodied white feathers strewn across the carpet. Akil lay there, his body human, while his left arm ended in a torn and bloody wing.

      Syama hesitated between the two and Vee shook her head. “Check him first,” she said, but the hellhound only listened when she saw Mac hurrying down the stairs to Vee’s side.

      “It looks clear,” he said, scanning the front rooms as he passed. “Whoever took the shot would have left by now.”

      Syama frowned as she checked Akil’s wing. “I have no idea what I’m doing here, Birdman. We need a vet or something.” Then she glared at the sirin. “That was a damned fool thing to do.”

      Akil laughed and Vee grinned, too. Akil’s cheery smile disappeared. “My lord Narasimha has given me to the Apsara, and I am at her service.”

      Syama folded her arms. “Hard to do service when you’re dead. Besides, where’s the proof? Not as if the chakra came with a serial number to prove ownership.”

      Vee wanted to burst out laughing. Syama continued to provoke the boy, while Vee remained grateful. As a child she’d twice received guardians—at the time she’d been ignorant of their true identity—and again two more after her father’s death.

      She’d been taught to understand their value and to not doubt their purpose. She’d once questioned her mother, asking what if the guardian was from a demon.

      Her mother had laughed and said, “You are strong, Vee. Trust your instinct. The warrior within will surface should anyone, even a passerby on the street, prove to be a danger to you.”

      Still, it hadn’t meant she should be complacent.

      Now, she forced a smile on her face as Mac helped ease her jacket off her shoulder and spread the hole in her shirt open to get a better look. Vee caught sight of raw flesh and ripped fabric. And a lot of blood.

      Relieved, she let out a sigh. “A graze. That was close.”

      “Too close.”

      “Is this you being reckless, or are you in trouble?” Mac’s tone was even as he met her eyes.

      Vee glared at him. “I think I may be getting a little too close to a killer.”

      The lines on Mac’s face smoothed. “And you brought them to our door?”

      Vee sighed and Syama grunted. “Coulda been her, or me. Or even Devi. Unfortunately, they got Feathers over there.” Akil grunted but didn’t respond further.

      “Yeah, we can’t blame anyone. If I’m getting close it means they want to stop me.” Vee met Mac’s eyes. “You guys use the back entrance for the next few days.”

      Mac made a face.

      The back entrance was an underground exit from the house that led to a garage directly behind it. They’d also sublet half the back neighbor’s garage, and installed an underground passage leading directly to it. A spare car, registered to an old friend of her father’s, and clothing, money, and passports formed part of their getaway stash.

      At the time it had sounded overly dramatic, and Vee knew she’d rejected the idea more because Devi had come up with their escape strategy.

      Mac helped Vee to her feet while Syama left Akil’s side for a few seconds to peer out the side of the window. “Maybe it was a warning.” She returned to the sirin, unsure what to do.

      Grunting as Mac guided her to the sofa in the living room, Vee said, “I don’t think so. If it hadn’t been for Akil, I’d be dead.”

      Syama glanced over her shoulder. “No shit.”

      “No shit,” Vee replied, sitting upright to glance over at Akil.

      He looked so forlorn and broken, his human skin blotchy with blood, his single white-feathered arm lying at an odd angle on the carpet, bright red blood soaking the pure white of his feathers. Just when she was about to suggest they call Devi to bring a doctor in, the sirin’s form began to shimmer, his human body disappearing in a puff of silvery dust.

      Syama let out a shocked cry, then a sigh of relief. “Please tell me that was the sirin-bulance, and they’ve taken him home to fix him?”

      Vee choked back a laugh as Mac opened one of the drawers on the sideboard beside the door. The room still bore her mother’s decor—warm reds, oranges, and teals, soft red leather sofas, and deep burgundy rugs. It was lush and comforting and Vee—for the first time in years—found herself missing her mom.

      Mac sat beside Vee, motioned for her to remove her shirt and she sat there in the kitchen in her white lace bra, wincing as Mac cleaned the wound with a solution that stung so much even the strongest of men would turn to babies at a single touch.

      “Tell me what it sounded like,” asked Mac as he removed a small pad of gauze from a packet.

      “A hollow popping sound.”

      Vee suspected she knew the weapon responsible, and when Mac said, “Long-range sniper rifle with a silencer,” she wasn’t surprised.

      Her lips formed a thin line as she watched Mac winding a bandage around her arm. Her flesh throbbed but she was going to be okay. The assassin had gotten way too close.

      “Someone just tried to assassinate me,” she said, disbelief and rage filling her tone.

      Mac grunted and studied his bandaging skills and Vee stared at the white fabric for a moment. Something about it was bugging her but, she couldn’t put her finger on it.

      “If he meant to kill you and he failed, then he’ll likely return to finish the job.” Mac’s eyes were firmly on Vee’s. “You will have to watch you back.”

      Vee nodded. Not like she wasn’t used to having to watch her back. In her line of work, that was part of the job. But at least she knew one thing. The killers had shown their hand.

      If they wanted her dead then it was proof she was on the right track.
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      The morning was bright and sunny. Which totally didn’t fit Vee’s mood.

      Mac and Syama had insisted on Vee taking a break, and as much as she’d denied the need for it, once her head had hit the pillow she’d passed out. The stress of the last few days had taken its toll, and her body hadn’t been able to keep up.

      Plus, she suspected that the use of her Apsara power had had more of an effect on her than she’d realized. She’d been tempted to try to practice using it but both Mac and Devi had insisted she wait.

      Apparently the side-effect of forcing her powers while they were still warded was brain damage.

      So, she made the smart choice and heeded their advice.

      Now, she was studying her reflection after having completed a shower, and then dressing her wound again. She’d gotten used to using one hand to clean, dress, and wrap injuries and this one wasn’t anything more.

      She taped the free end of the bandage and stared at it, frowning, as she tried to latch onto the image that hovered in the corner of her mind. Something about a bandage or an injury.

      And then, the memory of two bandaged fingers flitted into her mind. Bandaged fingers belonging to a certain professor, who still remained high on Vee’s suspect list.

      Menon.

      Vee dressed and headed downstairs to the kitchen, turning Menon and the claws over in her mind. There was no point in calling the coroner because he would never be able to tell her which of the killer’s digits the claws had come from.

      She wouldn’t call Rossi. Not just yet. She needed a little more information to validate such a claim.

      So she rang Brent instead.

      “Hey, Vee.” He sounded distracted.

      “Hey, I need you to check something for me,” Vee said as she put water to boil for a pot of tea.

      “Sure. Fire away.”

      “Can you do a background check on the list of people I just texted to you?” There was a pause as Brent checked the phone. While she waited she dropped tea leaves into her mother’s battered old stainless steel teapot and placed it on the stove.

      “Got it. What am I looking for?”

      “Get me a list of all properties owned by Menon. I’m suspecting that will be a short, if not non-existent, list.” Brent’s grunt urged her to continue. “I’m looking for an industrial property owned by Menon or someone connected to him, either close or distant.”

      “So you want me to check out the professor, his students, and his co-workers.”

      “And the college board, anyone he went to school with or worked with in the past. Roommates, lovers . . . cast a wide net.” Vee nodded. The sound of the boiling kettle filled the room but she barely heard it.

      “Err . . . That’s going to take a while. I’ll draw up a list of warehouse and industrial building-owners or leasers, then cross-reference with people connected with Menon.”

      “Yeah, I suspected it wouldn’t be a five-minute job,” sighed Vee as she grabbed the kettle and poured boiled water over the tea leaves the way Radhima liked it. Her heart lurched at the thought and she blinked away both memory and the tears that threatened to come with it.

      “Sorry,” Brent was saying in her ear, “I’ll get back to you as soon as I hear something.”

      Vee rang off and pocketed her phone, then switched on the stove, leaning against the table as the tea simmered. She was restless, unable to wait until midnight, until the moment when she faced Kasipu down. She hated that her grandmother would have to stay within that demon’s clutches for another whole day.

      Why had he made her wait two days?

      Was it to amplify her pain? If he was the type of person the Apsara Scrolls implied then it was most likely that he’d revel in the pain of his victims. And since he appeared to be after revenge, perhaps he’d be angrier and more determined to cause pain to those he believed had caused his own agony.

      A questionable agony, considering what he’d done to his brother, not to mention his own son. Was that the reason Narasimha was helping Vee? Perhaps he knew she was up against his old foe, the demon he’d killed in order to save the demon’s son.

      As Vee grabbed the eggs from the fridge to fix herself breakfast—or brunch, if she was going to nitpick—Mac walked into the kitchen, his eyebrows waggling at the sight of her meager meal. Despite his calm demeanor there was a stiff set to his shoulders and shadow in his eyes, telling Vee he was in pain, just the way she was.

      “Feeling better?” he asked, grabbing a pack of half-boiled frozen potatoes from the freezer--her mother’s working-woman special. She had a lot of those.

      Vee nodded. “Where’s Syama and Akil?”

      Mac grabbed a pot from the cupboard and dropped the potatoes and a kettlefull of just-boiled water into it before setting it on the stove. “Went out to do groceries.”

      “Hellhound transport?” Vee asked with a smile, shaking her head as Mac went in search of something else to cook. He liked full breakfasts.

      Retrieving a can of tomatoes, he found a saucepan and an onion, then gave Vee a strained smile. “Got it in one.”

      Vee popped bread into the toaster while Mac put the onion and tomato chutney on simmer. The scene in the kitchen was so domestic, so normal, that Vee felt like screaming, a fire building inside of her pushing at her mind, wanting to explode.

      Vee turned to him. “What are we doing?” Her voice was a whisper.

      “What do you mean?” He turned concerned eyes in her direction.

      “This.” She waved a hand at the eggs and potatoes and chutney cooking on the stove and the bread in the toaster. “We’re just . . . pretending everything is normal, as if all this craziness isn’t happening.”

      “Honey, I know this is rough for you, but your strength is important. You need to have your wits about you. You’ve been shot, and you’ve had the strain on your powers with the shield. Do you really think you will have the energy, both mental and physical, to fight this demon if you don’t take care of yourself?”

      Vee blinked away frustrated tears. Mac had a point but she didn’t feel like telling him so. Instead she swiped her tears away with the heel of her palm and focused on the eggs.

      He touched her shoulder. “I know downtime is bad because it allows for reflection. But you do need it. Use it to plan, to construct your strategy. To figure out a Plan B.”

      She remained silent.

      Mac moved to the table and began to lay out cutlery and plates. “Or perhaps use it to cry and rail at the gods and curse the demons. Whatever helps.” There was a smile in his voice and Vee found herself offering a weak grin in return.

      Mac was right. And he had a way of doing or saying exactly what Vee needed, and when she needed it. She glanced at him as she tossed the eggs and brought the pan to the table.

      She’d been so fortunate when her mother had met and married Mac. Of course, Vee had been the typical rebellious vixen at first, but Mac had been consistent and patient, and they’d found common ground in his love for weapons.

      Consistency and patience were two things that did not apply to Vee’s mother. Which Vee suspected was the basis of their long-standing friction. Perhaps once this debacle was over and done with, once they got Ma back, she’d make an attempt to heal the rift between herself and her mother.

      Syama and Akil returned with the groceries and joined them for a subdued breakfast. The sirin was still finding his way around the modern world and seemed grateful to, if a little afraid of, Syama.

      Vee still hadn’t figured out how the owl-aural was going to prove useful. It wasn’t as if he could peck anyone to death with his little owl beak. Sure, he could use his body as armor, but that would get him dead too soon.

      Vee studied Akil, and the way he held his arm gently. “Where did you go last  night?” she asked softly.

      He gave her a weak smile. “I apologize. My injuries were worse than I’d thought and my brood mother called me home for nursing.” Vee nodded, and asking more questions, found herself learning about sirin matriarchal social structure, with the brood mother being the boss lady, and medical care which was given whether you wanted it or not.

      They completed breakfast and cleaned up, then headed to the gym for a little more training. The three were sweaty and tired after an hour, with the girls giving the owl much more leeway than they’d have done on any other day. Vee was just wiping her forehead with a soft towel when her phone rang, growling against the bench beside the gym door. She hurried to it to find Brent’s name blinked green and insistent.

      “Hey,” she said, swiping at her glistening neck. “What you got?”

      Brent didn’t waste time with pleasantries. “I had a list of hundreds of buildings but it whittled down to factories or industrial complexes. Now, I have thirty.” He sounded quite proud of the feat.

      Vee pursed her lips. “Thirty?” That was a lot.

      “Yeah, I’m not sure how to reduce the search to make it more specific. You have thirty possibilities within the New York City area.”

      Vee thought about her excursion with Nivaan. “Anything within the Nevins Industrial Park?”

      There was a moment of silence, then a moment of profanity. “How the feck do you do that?”

      Vee laughed. “Did you just say ‘feck’?”

      “Yeah. I’d have to contribute to the Swear Jar if I say one more.”

      “You have a Swear Jar?”

      “Yeah. Matthews thought that was a smart idea.” Brent fell silent and then said, “Well, fuck me.”

      “Swear Jar, dude.” Vee held back a giggle.

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Do you have to pay for ‘shit’?”

      Brent laughed. “Hope not, but it’ll be worth it.”

      “Hit me with it.”

      “So, we have only one building—LactoPowder Inc.—on this list, located within the Nevins Industrial Park. It’s been vacant for eighteen months with papers for demotion still unserved.”

      “They were lucky.”

      “Nah. Just their location. The demo team’s working from the front and this factory—a milk powder production plant—is located near the back fence.”

      “That explains why the killer disappeared from the lot. Someone must have come to pick him up if the lot is located so far inside the complex,” Vee muttered to herself.

      “What was that?”

      Vee filled him in on her field trip and told him to relay the report to Rossi. “I’m going to gather my team and go in. ASAP.”

      “You want backup?”

      “What do you think?”
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      They’d come prepared with Vee bringing along a box of comms equipment. Vee had also brought the chakra as well as her smaller more unobtrusive defensive weapons, plus a collection of explosives stored in her messenger bag which she’d slung crosswise on her body.

      They parked a block up the road, outside a boarded-up bar, and got out.

      Nivaan had joined them, bringing a second vehicle just in case, and both the cars were hidden around back, invisible from the road. They’d come in the middle of the day, despite the possibility of being seen. Vee didn’t want to wait any longer, considering the likelihood of more deaths.

      Deaths she’d rather avoid.

      Brent had just confirmed he’d crashed the video surveillance of the park which would prevent security coming out to investigate. Vee suspected the security wasn’t all that great within the park but they couldn’t be sure. So, better safe than sorry.

      She handed the comms out and studied Akil. “What happens if you’re flying around and you see something? How will you tell us?” She was still worried about his strength after being shot, but she wasn’t about to question him in front of everyone. As it was, she knew he felt a little intimidated by Syama, and the mahabidala only made it worse.

      Akil tipped his head in his owl-like way. “I will have to find a place to land in order to speak to you over this device.” He tapped his ear. The boy had been reluctant to wear the black camo gear, insisting he didn’t do well in dark colors. But he’d relented and now, looking at him, Vee had to admit that the black did wash him out somewhat.

      “Okay.” Vee was hesitant, wondering if Akil would prove a hindrance. Still, Syama couldn’t speak in her hellhound form and they’d been fine so far. She nodded at him and gave him a supportive smile. “Just be careful. No more heroics.”

      He tilted his head and gave her a small smile.

      She glanced at the two lions. “You two can get there yourselves. Syama will have to take me. Seems I’m the most useless of this lot.”

      That receive a round of chuckles. Then Nivaan and Krish headed down the road. Vee was curious at their process of shifting—with Syama’s so different from Akil’s, one never knew what the next shifter transformation would look like. Unfortunately she didn’t get to view it, as the two brothers disappeared along the road.

      Giving Akil a nod, Syama transported Vee to a building a block away from LactoPowder, and waited for the two lion-shifters and the owl to join them.

      Nivaan looked tense and Krish’s cheeks looked a little red. Probably received a good brotherly telling off.

      Vee hid a smile. “Let’s spread out and check all the entrances. Report what you find and be prepared to enter on my mark. Backup should be here soon . . . we should hear them on the comms once they arrive.”

      Akil took flight and Syama paired off with Krish, heading around the building. Leaving Vee with Nivaan.

      She gave him a smile, having barely spoken to him since he’d arrived. “Are you okay?” he asked, giving her arm a glance.

      “How did you know?” She hadn’t mentioned it. And certainly hadn’t been of the mind to report it in to him. When he lifted a brow, she guessed, “Syama told Krish. Right.”

      He nodded. “Are you okay?” His voice was a little more stern now, and she wondered if he was going to insist on being a doctor to her now.

      “We’d better get moving.” She shifted her gaze away from his face, thoughts of the baby and the woman she’d heard on the phone filling her head. She supposed the easiest thing to do would be to ask, but what would that imply? That his marital status mattered to her? And if she did admit it mattered, would that imply to him that she was interested? He owed her nothing.

      Vee shook the thoughts from her mind. There was no time to think about emotional crap right now. And, probably not ever. Relationships were too complicated for Vee and she had enough complications in her life with her mother and Mac, not to mention her job.

      After checking on their side of the building, Vee and Nivaan hunkered down behind a stack of pallets. Vee tapped her comms and asked for Syama to come in.

      All she heard was silence.

      Nivaan did the same trying to contact Krish but he got the same. Nothing.

      “We have to go inside.” Nivaan nodded and waited as Vee called her position in to the FBI task team. She didn’t get a response from them either, but she just prayed that they’d heard her.

      Inside the building, the light changed, the windows all the way up to the roof having been covered in black paint. Even the skylights were blacked out.

      “That’s a sign if ever I saw one.” She glanced pointedly at the windows and Nivaan nodded.

      “Something nefarious is afoot,” Nivaan murmured as he followed Vee. He sniffed the air and met her gaze. “His scent is strong. Been here recently.”

      She hid a grin then sank behind a giant steel tanker. She shifted her vision and began to scan the aural patterns around her until she picked out the one belonging to the killer. The familiarity of it was like a kick to her gut. Not a good sign.

      It was almost funny how easy it was to track the killer now. Nivaan scented the air every few minutes while Vee followed, double-checking using her aural vision.

      They headed down a line of half a dozen giant aluminum milk tankers, then took a turn at the end of the wall. Within the center of the room, a steel floor had been erected. Almost a quarter the size of the ground floor, it accessed the equipment from halfway up the height of the tankers.

      On the platform sat something that looked a lot like a shrine to Lord Narasimha. Vee held her breath and glanced at a shocked Nivaan. “Now that I had not expected,” he murmured.

      Beside the shrine stood a throne—a giant chair covered in gold fabric. And seated on the throne was a lion-shifter whose aura screamed at Vee, pushing back at her with such power that she was forced to blink and pull herself free from her aura sight.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Nivaan whispered. Vee knew the question didn’t need an answer. Nivaan was clearly more shocked than she was.

      She pointed up to the metal balconies, walkways suspended overhead to allow access to the tops of the tankers. Vee and Nivaan hurried back around the line of tankers and found a set of stairs that led up three levels.

      They tiptoed up, thankful the stairs were hidden by a concrete wall, keeping them from being spotted within seconds. They exited the stairs at the top level and sank down to inspect the first floor.

      Vee suppressed a gasp as she watched a tall, hooded man lift a knife and slash the throat of a younger man, who stood there, throat exposed, ready for the blade. Blood spurted from the wound, dripping down the victim’s neck. As he fell, two more hooded figures caught him and laid him carefully on the ground.

      One held a brass vessel beneath the victim’s throat and collected the blood while another ripped open his shirt and bared his chest to the lion-shifter on the throne.

      Vee watched in horror as the mahabidala rose and moved toward the victim, his movements fluid and languid. Vee tilted forward filled with a need to free the poor man.

      Nivaan grabbed hold of her arm. “He’s dead already. There isn’t anything you can do for him.”

      When Vee looked back at the scene, the shifter was slashing at the man’s chest and lifting his still-beating heart free. The shifter faced the gathered worshippers, his lion form shimmering as he shifted and became human again. Vee had to admit she was not surprised.

      Professor Menon stood there, fingers red with blood as he faced the members of his cult.

      “That’s how he knew. Not because we had a mole. He’s the killer.” Nivaan spoke the words that Vee already knew, but his tone was filled with disgust and anger. He’d known Menon, had taken her to him in the hopes that the professor would help shed some light on the case, but in the end he’d turned out to be the very man they were looking for.

      Vee swallowed as she watched the ceremony, knowing she couldn’t do anything until the team arrived to back her up. Nivaan and herself were two against Menon and a dozen of his hooded followers.

      Menon began to speak, the Sanskrit flowing from his lips, and beside her, Nivaan swore softly and said, “Blasphemy.”

      “What?” Vee whispered.

      “He’s invoking Lord Narasimha . . . he’s saying the mahabidala are dying out and that only the blood of man will help them to regenerate . . . the man’s life is precious and taken knowing he gave it willingly . . . the mahabidala will be forever grateful and forever in his debt.”

      Nivaan continued to translate and Vee didn’t have the heart to tell him she understood every word the creep was saying.

      “He won’t be happy with this,” Nivaan muttered.

      “Who?” Vee asked.

      “Lord Narasimha.”

      Vee was about to agree when a movement from the corner of her eye drew her attention. One half-painted pane let in a ray of light and in that tiny space she caught a glimpse of a white owl.

      Good.

      Vee was about to tell Nivaan that they should get down there and stop them now, when two figures were thrust before Menon.

      The smile on the professor’s face was wide and thrilled as he thrust back the hoods that hid the two captives’ faces.

      Syama and Krish.
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      “Shit.”

      Vee studied Syama’s face, meeting her eyes for the briefest second. Syama was far from afraid. In fact, she looked expectant, as if waiting for something.

      “We have to hope that Menon has no idea Syama is a hellhound. Would he know Krish is mahabidala?”

      Nivaan nodded. “We can smell another of our species. There’s a different scent.”

      Vee nodded then looked back at Syama. “She got herself caught.”

      “Or she’s making the best of a bad situation.”

      Both Syama and Krish were bound at the wrists with thick white rope and Vee decided their best course of action was to rush the gathering and grab the kids.

      But just before Vee spun around to head back to the stairs, one of the robed men lifted his eyes to the upper floor and looked straight at her. He shouted a warning, and pointed in her direction. Seconds later the clattering of boots against metal confirmed they were coming for her and Nivaan.

      Vee sprang to her feet, finding herself knocked over. White feathers fluttered in her face as she hit the ground and rolled onto her feet. Akil flew off but the trail of blood on the floor told her he’d been hit.

      Again!

      A ripple of fear and nausea filled her gut but she swallowed it down, grabbing Nivaan’s arm as they raced for the exit, bullets flying every which way as Vee and Nivaan ducked and dodged them. They were halfway to the entrance when Nivaan let out an “oof” and Vee knew he’d been shot.

      He hit the ground and rolled into a ball, but it did little to help the already-bleeding wound on his shoulder.

      Vee rushed for him, but a hail of bullets kept her at bay, as if toying with her. She watched as two hooded men grabbed Nivaan and hauled him off to Menon. Her heart thundered in her ears, and Vee swallowed back the fear. They’d sacrifice him the first chance they got. She had to save him.

      They were well-aware she was here and yet they weren’t making any effort to find her. They knew she wouldn’t leave her team.

      Her friends.

      She considered her options as she watched the two men tie Nivaan’s hands and toss him on the floor beside Syama and his brother.

      Vee drew the lipstick tube from her back pocket and scanned for the supporting struts that held up the metal floor. She ran to each one, scraping the red gluey substance onto each metal beam before racing to the next one.

      The explosive was set to detonate within thirty seconds but the plant was too big and Vee had only managed to mark the third strut when the first bomb went off. Vee ran toward the final strut, marked it and raced for the fire-escape, hiding behind the safety of the concrete wall.

      A second explosion went off and she peeked around the corner. The floor tilted, people yelled as they began to slide off it.

      The drop to the ground floor was a full two stories but Vee knew that before any one of them neared the edge, the final strut would blow and the whole floor would fall. The shock the fall would cause should give Vee time to run in and save her friends.

      As the last strut blew, Syama transformed into a hellhound and rolled away, pulling free from the ropes which served little purpose tied around her bony canine ankles.

      Vee rushed the destroyed platform, shoving aside the assistant priest who’d slit the poor man’s throat earlier. She reached Nivaan. At her side the chakra began to vibrate.

      Nivaan was still a few yards off when someone grabbed her around her arms, the death-grip not allowing her any space to wriggle out. Bending her arm a little, she reached her belt, released the cord and pulled it free. Although she didn’t have much room to move, she managed to loop the cord around her attacker’s fists in front of her.

      Within seconds both of them were hit with a thunderous bolt of electricity, but because Vee was prepared for it, and had previously been through regular training in preparation for just such a charge, she was a little more resilient to the electricity surging through her body.

      Her attacker, unfortunately, bore the brunt of the power and was thrown off her back, flying a few feet before landing on another member of his cult.

      As Vee turned over she found herself surround by half a dozen men, hoods thrown back, snarls on their lips as they growled at her. For a moment she wondered if they were about to transform, but they showed no sign of it.

      Syama flew at one of the men, toppling him over, but that still left four ganging up on Vee. She dug two stun-bombs from her messenger bag and threw one in each direction. The balls rolled and opened, then erected their needles, each bomb finding only two men.

      Now free, Vee sprang for Nivaan, only to stop cold.

      Menon was standing at his alpha’s side, a jagged-toothed knife presses so hard against Nivaan’s throat that he’d begun to bleed.

      “Stop.” Vee’s voice shook even though she was furious.

      “You think you can tell me what to do?” Menon lifted a single haughty eyebrow.

      “He’s your alpha.”

      “That does not matter to me. He’s useless. He never cared about the mahabidala. All he wants is peace with humans. Narasimha will be ashamed.”

      Vee shook her head. “Narasimha would not be proud. I know for a fact that he would be appalled at what you are doing.”

      “I’m trying to bring him back to us. He’d be grateful.”

      “He would not. You don’t have the power to bring him back. Nobody has. Not until his period of penance is complete.”

      “Penance?” Menon looked confused for a moment and then he dismissed Vee’s words. Maybe Vee had said a little too much, but Menon hadn’t cared enough to pay attention.

      Syama took that moment of distraction to grab onto Menon’s knife arm, sinking her teeth deep into his wrist. Instinctively, his fingers opened and he dropped the knife. Nivaan fell to the ground, rolling away smoothly.

      Vee grabbed the chakra and pulled back her hand. “Get away,” she yelled as she let go of the weapon, diving for cover. Both Nivaan and Syama did the same, while Vee rolled aside and watched as the chakra hit Menon. The professor’s body grew larger, inflating slowly until it exploded, sending bits and pieces flying all around the warehouse.

      The screams of the remaining followers filled Vee’s ears, but she ignored them and got to her feet. Syama was helping Krish get away, waving at Vee to move it.

      As Vee raced for Nivaan, she watched his eyes widen. A glance over her shoulder revealed two grenades lobbed by the retreating cult-embers, coming straight for Vee and Nivaan.

      She spun and threw herself over him, shut her eyes and willed herself to protect him, praying the forcefield would do its thing.

      The two grenades exploded seconds apart and both Vee and Nivaan were tossed aside, buffeted by the force of the explosion.

      Vee opened her eyes, tears filling them—shock or fear, she was wasn’t sure. Nivaan stared at her, his own eyes widening as he looked at the ball of clear energy surrounding them. Like a glass dome, speckled with every color of the rainbow, her forcefield encircled and protected the two of them.

      The power had worked.

      Vee glanced over her shoulder, scanning the warehouse for Syama and the two boys, still terrified that Akil’s wound had been serious and she’d be too late finding him to save him.

      She caught sight of Syama racing for the far right entrance in hellhound form, a few paces off from five cloaked figures.

      Almost at the last minute she transformed into a human—must have learned a thing or two from Akil—landed on her feet, ripped both her guns from the holsters at her hips and aimed them on the escaping cult-members as they made for the door.

      Very Lara Croft.

      Vee was beyond impressed. She was going to have to compliment Syama when she had a moment.

      No sign of the owl or the lion.

      The FBI backup team arrived two seconds later. Vee shook her head and released a tense breath. With the exhalation, the forcefield disappeared, and Vee turned to Nivaan.

      He laughed and got to his feet, cradling his arm. His shirt was soaked with blood but he looked like he’d live.

      “You okay?” She jerked a chin at the wound.

      “I’ll survive.” He smiled as Vee rolled her eyes. His dimple flickered. “For a first date, that is totally un-toppable.”

      Vee did a double-take then decided to ignore him as she headed for Syama and Krish who were lurking by the door.

      And Akil appeared at last, his other arm now bloodied. At least this time he was in full human form, although she suspected he’d disappeared for instant medical care.

      Vee retrieved her team before they got arrested. As she drove to HQ for debriefing, she smiled.

      First date, indeed.
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      After Vee’s debrief she returned home and searched out Akil who was lurking downstairs in the artifact room.

      “Been looking for you,” she said, staring at his arm in the sling, and the dressing over the wound that was clearly visible beneath the white fabric of his dress shirt.

      He nodded. “I knew you would. There is something I have to give you.”

      Vee’s eyebrows lifted. She’d been looking for him to thank him for saving her life, but she didn’t get a chance.

      As she drew closer he held something out to her.

      It shone so brightly, glinting in the fluorescent light from the ceiling. Akil laid it on the table, the light from beneath it making it shine ever brighter.

      A conch.

      A large, brilliantly white conch.

      Akil took a step back and waved a hand at it. “It is for you. A gift.”

      Vee stared at the sirin first and then at the conch. Frowning, she tried to piece the logic together and came up with only one option. “Lord Narasimha?” she asked, her hand trembling as she reached out and took the shell into her palm

      It was large enough to fill both of her cupped palms put together. A beautiful vision of nature, and a tool of death. “It’s supposed to kill,” she said softly, staring at the shell.

      “The stories have it wrong.” Akil smiled and circled the table. “The conch, when blown, will freeze a person in place; the longer it is blown, the more chance there is of death. Use it wisely.”

      “I’m honored,” Vee said softly, “I—”

      The sirin touched her forearm. “He knows.”

      Vee nodded her gratitude, then cocked a chin at his wound. “Thank you. You got yourself shot to save me. Again.”

      Akil smiled serenely. “And I would have gladly gotten myself killed if it meant saving you.”

      Vee was appalled, and honored, and a little shocked. And she wasn’t sure what to say.

      In the end, she said nothing, just told Akil that dinner was arriving soon—pizza first, before she prepared to leave for Kasipu’s residence in the ‘burbs.
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      Vee was readying herself, shoving daggers and pistols into place with Syama glaring at her from the doorway, when Devi appeared beside the hellhound, looking worried.

      “What happened?” Vee asked, hoping nothing else had gone wrong.

      Devi shook her head. “Nothing. The team is working on the blood samples but I thought I’d . . .” She paused, then focused somewhere over Vee’s shoulder. “I’m coming with you.”

      Vee shoved the pistol into her hip holster with a little too much force. “I don’t think it’s safe—”

      Devi sighed. “Vee, I know you want to protect me but I can make my own decisions. I’m going. This is also my responsibility.”

      Inhaling sharply, it was on the tip of Vee’s tongue to refuse point blank when she realized that her behavior was not because she didn’t want Devi to come. Rather it was because she was afraid of losing her mother.

      As much as she’d hated Devi for letting Vee’s father die, she couldn’t bear to lose another parent. Vee sighed and met her mother’s eyes.

      “Fine.” With that one word, the lines on her mother’s forehead eased. And though it wasn’t Vee’s place to grant or retain permission on this mission, it was clear that her mother had deferred to her decision in the matter.

      Vee glanced at Syama. “Can you make sure Mom is sufficiently armed and protected?” The hellhound nodded, this time her concern for Devi outweighing her own dissatisfaction with being left behind.

      There was a moment of silence during which Vee remembered something. She grabbed her bag from the table beside her and withdrew a small gold box.

      Devi took and opened the lid. “A lotus?”

      Vee nodded. “It’s from Narasimha. He said—”

      “It’s lotus tea. Harvested by hand and blessed by all the chakras.” Vee nodded as her mother continued, “To guard against possession by demons.”

      Devi pursed her lips, giving the tea a pointed look. Vee stowed her weapons and followed her mother upstairs to the kitchen where she watched her fuss around gathering cups and a teapot to steep the strangely-fresh lotus flower.

      Vee wasn’t sure how effective the tea would be against a demon, or any supernatural creature for that matter, but if it gave her mother confidence Vee wasn’t going to mess with it.

      After preparing the tea, Devi placed the pot and two cups onto the table between them. With slow elegant movements she poured a cup for each of them, then spoke a few words over the liquid. Not incantations, just meditative reverences to the air and the earth, the sun, and the stars.

      It probably wasn’t going to help considering the gift was from a god, meant for a specific purpose, but it wouldn’t hurt either.

      Vee sipped the hot tea, swallowing the bitter drink slowly while watching her mother over the top of her cup. She’d spent so many years being so very angry with her sole surviving parent that she’d barely had time to get to know her.

      Draining her cup, Vee set it slowly on the table and met her mother’s eyes. Devi gave her a quick nod, downed her tea and got to her feet. “I’ll go get ready.”

      With that she turned and headed out the door, leaving Vee to stand there and stare at the empty air, unable to decide if she should be annoyed or encouraged by her mother’s participation.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Syama transported mother and daughter to the bush in the park they’d used previously as an arrival location. Vee brushed dead leaves off her jeans and wriggled, a little impatient to get things moving. Devi had dressed in a similar fashion to her daughter, choosing a pair of dark jeans, combat boots, and a black sweater.

      They used Syama as cover, hiding within the hellhound’s glamor as they headed to the front door.

      For the third time in the last week, Vee found herself standing in front of the deceptively homely house in the suburbs. Both Akil and Syama were with her and Devi as backup, and they now stood studying the building from up the road.

      “Very unassuming place,” said Devi through the side of her mouth.

      Vee hid a smile. So weird seeing her mother out in the field, trying to be badass. The woman wore power suits for a living. Sure, she knew how to aim and shoot, but Vee wasn’t certain her mother was cut out for field work.

      Unless there was something Vee didn’t know about her mother’s past.

      Not that that would be so unusual.
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      Vee glanced at Akil, who nodded and launched himself into the air, arms aloft. As he rose, light flashed along his limbs and his body shimmered, giving way to his feathered form and outstretched wings.

      “That is just so freaking cool,” whispered Syama. Vee glanced at the hellhound, amused. “Don’t you dare tell him I said that.”

      Vee shared a smile with her mother, but she couldn’t remain focused on banter. Not with what waited in the house before them.

      Akil returned in a flurry of feathers and landed beside Devi, who seemed strangely calm with suddenly being faced with a boy who changed into an owl.

      “The place is empty.” Akil glanced back at the house. “Not a sign of a guard or any kind of perimeter wards.”

      Vee stared at him, still a little off-balance having him around and so involved after having been shot through the arm. Twice.

      Vee let out a breath. “We’ve waited long enough.” A hum from her hip drew her attention to the chakra which she’d strapped her belt using a loop of leather. It glowed now, letting off a low, ringing sound.

      When she glanced at Akil he said, “That is the power of the chakra. It will channel your own energy. You’re ready to tackle this demon and the chakra knows. It responds with its own energy to double its power.”

      Yeah, it had certainly responded only hours ago, exploding Professor Menon into a million pieces.

      Vee nodded, a little overwhelmed by the intensity of the ringing. “Who can hear it?”

      “You, and our Lord. Me, of course, as I gave it to you and I’m your weapon, too.”

      They both looked at Syama who was staring. “What are you two talking about?”

      Vee glanced at the chakra again, then looked at Syama, deciding there wasn’t time to go over it. “No time. Tell you later. I need to go. You guys can watch from here but I’m not sure what good it will do besides being able to get me to safety once I leave the building. Be on the lookout for Ma in case she leaves the house.”

      Both Vee’s guards nodded and she turned and headed across the street toward the house with her mother following close on her heels. Two guards, and neither one could enter the house.

      So much for protection.

      Vee headed to the door, rang the bell, and entered the house when the butler opened up.

      Inside, the butler repeated his performance, showing them to the living room to wait. Everything seemed a little too calm and respectable given that Vee and Syama had both almost been killed on their last visit.

      After about ten minutes of waiting, Vee heard a sound like the buzzing of a thousand bees, coming from behind her. She’d walked over to the mantelpiece to study a ragged carving of a hand bearing a bloody heart. The organ was lit from the interior by a pulsing light and appeared to be beating, adding further to the macabre nature of the sculpture.

      The buzzing drew her gaze first, even before her mother touched her elbow to draw her attention. Vee turned on her heel.

      Despite being prepared for something unusual, the sight that greeted her made her jaw drop.

      He was tall, skin fair, and eyes dark and blazing. He was clean-shaven, very unlike the old painted depictions of him. And he seemed to still have deific aspirations.

      A glow emanated from him, one that was characteristic of most gods. It framed him from head to toe, including the halo of half a dozen vicious cobras that fanned out behind his head.

      He wore a leather sleeveless vest, black leather pants, and matching boots. On his forearms were gleaming gold arm-braces, covering him from wrist halfway to his elbow.

      Long hair framed a face of granite features and a chiseled jaw. He had a menacing air, the look of a man who could hurt just for the pleasure of seeing blood spilled. A man who could listen to the screams of a victim and smile.

      Maybe it was Vee’s imagination in overdrive, affected by the writings of the Apsara Tilottama. But all she saw when she looked at Kasipu was evil.

      He waited just inside the door as if he’d expected Vee to bow. For an instant his eyes filled with satisfaction. Until he saw Devi standing beside Vee.

      “I do believe I was specific enough in my request. You,” he pointed at Vee, “are the one I wanted, the one responsible for killing my brother. So, who is she?” He aimed the finger at Devi. He tilted his head, studying her mother, his inspection making Vee’s skin crawl.

      Devi took a step closer to the asura. “I’m the one who killed your brother. Not Vee.”

      Kasipu’s eyes glowed the darkness lit by a fiery anger. “You lie, woman. And I do not tolerate liars.”

      Devi shook her head. “I was there. I know what happened.”

      Kasipu’s skin reddened as his fury grew. Vee touched her mother’s arm, a silent warning. She’d gone off-script, had agreed to go along with Vee, only to change tack and try and take Vee’s place.

      And the asura wasn’t having any of it.

      He seemed to be very sure who had killed his brother, and though Vee herself believed it had been her father, she wasn’t about to admit that. Not when Ma’s life hung in the balance. Who knew what the demon would do if he should discover that his brother’s killer was dead?

      Vee tried to step forward but her mother pushed her aside.

      Kasipu’s fury only grew, his anger turning almost tangible as the air in the room began to spin. The demon lifted his hands, palms up as if invoking the gods. And perhaps they heard him because the air began to spin ever faster, whipping Vee’s hair around so that the ends whipped her cheeks and obstructed her vision.

      Her mother’s movement to push Vee behind her had caught the asura’s eye and he advanced on her, walking through the tornado he’d summoned as if not a thing was out of place. The elements heeded his presence and simply shifted around him.

      Vee side-stepped to protect her mother but the push-pull of the spinning air around her caused her to teeter on her feet. She needed to grab onto something or be swept into the tornado. A glance around the room, and her hopes sank. The air was a spinning vortex of artifacts and paintings, of cushions and carpets. Vee ducked aside to avoid a head-on collision with the hand-heart sculpture.

      She kept one eye on her mother who, despite the spinning air, also remained in position as Kasipu advanced on her. He stopped in front of her, reached out and closed his fingers around her throat. Devi didn’t move and Vee had to wonder if the demon had somehow transfixed her mother because she couldn’t imagine the woman sacrificing herself for anything.

      Maybe she would for her mother and her daughter, said a voice in Vee’s head.

      Vee focused on her mother.

      And on trying to get to her before the demon killed her.

      But as hard as she tried she couldn’t move through the air, which by now was forcing her in the opposite direction as her mother and Kasipu. She reached out and grabbed hold of the back of the sofa but the piece of furniture merely responded by sliding with her.

      She watched helplessly as the demon lifted her mother off the ground, and held her in an eerily similar grip to the one in which her unknown golem had Vee only a few days ago. Could Kasipu have sent the golem? But no, the being who’d stepped through the portal had been someone totally different.

      When the demon let out a frustrated cry, Vee stared frantic and unable to help. What was wrong with him? Anger was bad because anger meant he could lose control and hurt her mother—maybe even kill her.

      Kasipu let out another frustrated cry, shaking Devi within his grip his muscles straining, the veins on his forehead looking like they were about to pop. Vee frowned.

      Could the lotus tea have worked to protect her mother from being killed by the demon? In a fit of rage, the demon drew Devi’s body to his left, gathered momentum, then swung back and flung her against the wall.

      She flew through the air like a rag doll, crashed into the wall, denting the surface and leaving a streak of red as she slid to the floor. Kasipu straightened as he watched Devi hit the ground in a sprawl of limbs.

      He began to laugh, big gulps of air that shook his shoulders as he guffawed, the sound reverberating around the room with such strength that the tornado faded and every spinning object hit the ground hard. Glass shattered, sculptures broke, and then everything stilled.

      Kasipu turned and looked at Vee, his eyes watering with mirth as he laughed.

      What the hell is so damned funny?

      “You should have listened,” his words rang around her, spinning much like the tornado had only moments ago.

      Vee shook her head. “She told me she did it. I believed her. And—”

      “It matters little to me.” He stared at Vee. “You . . . you are the one . . . you with your magic, your power, you are the one who killed my brother. Nobody else. And she deserved what she got for trying to lie to me.”

      Vee took a step toward him. “I’m sorry. Take me. You have me. Take me and leave my grandmother out of this. This isn’t her fight.”

      “You are right. This is not her fight. But you did not obey my instruction so she will die as I promised.”

      “No,” Vee pleaded, stepping even closer. From the corner of her eye she watched her mother wriggle as she finally regained consciousness. “Take me. It’s me you wanted.”

      The demon straightened and stared down at Vee, the snakes around his head coiling and twisting against each other, fighting for space. “I have grown tired of this.”

      He began to walk away and Vee spun on her heel unable to believe she’d come this far with no success. “What is it that you want?” she asked in an even tone. She was done pleading and begging.

      He slowed his steps and turned to face her. The smile on his face said it all.

      He’d won.

      He inclined his head in a regal nod. “You. Prepare to meet your fate.”

      Before Vee could open her mouth to agree, the asura disappeared in a flash of golden light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 47

          

        

      

    

    
      Vee inhaled slowly, not sure if she was trying to calm her shock or her fury.

      She hurried over to her mother, checked her pulse and heaved a sigh of relief. Devi was still alive, although Vee wasn’t sure if she’d hit her head hard enough for a concussion or a coma.

      Only a doctor would be able to tell.

      She lifted Devi in her arms and went to the front door, her muscles straining to hold on. Shifting her a little to the left, Vee prayed she wouldn’t drop her mother as she fiddled with the lock with her other hand.

      Thankfully, she managed to unlatch the door and it swung open. Syama was pacing on the sidewalk while the sirin sat on the porch railing, staring at the door.

      As soon as Vee stepped on the threshold the two shifted into human form and rushed to grab hold of her unconscious mother.

      Syama opened her mouth, but Vee cut her off. “Call Nivaan to help her. It’ll be faster than a hospital. And nobody come inside. Not until this is done.”

      Before either of them could say a word, Vee stepped back into the house and closed the door. She paused for a moment, her hands running up and down the side of her thighs. Then she shook her hands out, straightened her shoulders, and walked back into the room.

      Vee let out a strangled sound.

      The living room had miraculously been returned to its previous state of glory, every piece that had been flying around the room, now in its place. The dent in the wall was fixed, and the hand-heart atrocity was back on the mantelpiece.

      The only thing out of place was the giant mirror. No longer above the fireplace, it had now been set against the left-hand wall. Standing on its short side, the mirror was now taller than Vee in height, and stood almost as high as the ceiling.

      Vee shook her head and began to pace the floor, staring intermittently at the mirror which presided over the room. Perhaps if she hung around he’d reappear. If he wanted her that badly, surely he’d come.

      And Vee wasn’t about to let this drag on for another day.

      The longer she waited, the more attracted she was to the glass, and at last she stopped pacing. Closing in on the mirror she stared at the room’s reflection, frowning.

      A blink and she thought she saw something.

      When she opened her eyes again, the mirror remained unchanged. Another blink and she saw it again—a stone-walled room, two people chained to the wall, hanging from manacles, heads dropping forward.

      A blink and then it was a mirror again.

      Frustrated, Vee took a step closer and focused.

      The room came into view again. The man’s ribs protruded starkly, the hair on his head and face long and unkempt, oily and unwashed.

      The woman fared better, but neither were dressed in recognizable garb, so they could be demons or humans, and Vee couldn’t tell.

      The woman lifted her head and ice slid through Vee’s veins. She felt almost lightheaded with shock. She could have sworn the woman was her grandmother.

      And then the vision was gone.

      Vee stared around the room, frustrated now. Kasipu had kept her waiting. Was he taunting her with these visions too? Playing with her emotions?

      Vee returned to study the mirror. Every sense in her body told her to touch the mirror, but she refrained. She refused to be that idiotic female in the bad horror movie. Something told her touching the mirror would be a bad idea.

      Vee felt the blow to the back of her head before she saw the reflection of the butler beside her. She’d been so focused on the mirror that she’d forgotten he’d be lurking about.

      Losing her balance, she fell toward the mirror, instinctively reaching out to steady herself. She flinched in advance expecting the mirror to shatter into a million pieces, expecting shards of glass to do damage to her face and hands.

      Instead, she tumbled onto the mirror

      Into the mirror.

      And into the very cell she’d thought she’d imagined.

      Her head hit the ground and darkness swallowed her whole.
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      Vee’s head was pounding when she regained consciousness. She lifted her hand to press her fingers to the sore spot on her forehead, but something hard and sharp cut into her wrist and metal clinked around her so loudly that she winced.

      She swallowed and lifted her head slowly, trying to get her bearings. Bright light swam in her vision and dizziness threatened to bring up the contents of her stomach. Vee swallowed and breathed through the wave of nausea.

      Blinking hard, she peered around her. Darkness enveloped her in an opaque shroud, suffocating her with its dense nothingness.

      The low hum reverberated through her hip, a comforting reminder of the chakra—still hanging from her belt. Invisible, of course, which would be why the weapon hadn’t been taken from her. Same for the conch which pressed against her hip from within her pocket.

      She blinked away another wave of dizziness as she tilted her head and listened closely to her surroundings. Breathing echoed from the room, breathing that did not belong to her.

      She was not alone here in this stone prison.

      She tried using her aura sight, but her head swam and nausea rippled through her body, and Vee gave a sigh. She’d have to wait until she gained more strength.

      The longer she stared around her the more the darkness seemed to retreat, and at last she could define vague shapes in the dark room. Stone walls like the ones she’d seen in the mirror. Breathing to the right of her, ragged, phlegmy, leading her to believe the person was ill or recovering from an illness.

      Vee strained to get a good look at the prisoner, but the shadows still clung to the wall and all she could make out was a man, taller than her, also manacled to the wall.

      Slowly—so painfully slowly that Vee found herself closing her eyes and then opening them hoping the darkness would give way—the room came into view, and Vee caught sight of the person to the left of her. A woman, her silvery-gray hair down and hanging around her shoulders. She was completely still, her head hanging away from Vee so her profile was visible.

      A face that Vee would know wherever she saw it.

      Ma.

      Radhima hung lifelessly from the manacles, her wrists bent at an awkward angle, the metal cutting into her bleeding skin where they bore her entire weight.

      Vee searched for a sign of life, hair shifting with each exhalation, the movement of the fabric of her filthy dress every time she took a breath. But Vee saw nothing. Not a single sign.

      No. She refused to believe it.

      She glanced away, blinking back the tears that threatened to fall. And she found herself staring at the face of the other prisoner in the room.

      Her heart leaped, scrambling to jump from her chest and a fresh wave of tears filled her eyes. She blinked them away to stare at him, her blood filled with the fire of joy.

      He was emaciated, as if he hadn’t eaten in months, the skin wrapped around his bones, not an ounce of flesh remaining. His graying hair was long and ratty, turning into dreadlocks, his beard a tangled nest of salt-and-pepper strands.

      He lifted his face to hers, the sorrow in his eyes so deep that she wanted to burst into tears, to scream her grief to the heavens. She knew what he was saying to her.

      Ma was dead.

      Vee looked back at her grandmother, this time her tears falling unchecked as she called out to her, praying that he’d lied to her even if he’d done so with only his eyes.

      “Ma!” she shouted, staring hard in case she saw some evidence to refute what she knew already.

      And as she stared, the image of her grandmother blurred, shimmering, there but not there.

      “What’s happening?” she whispered.

      “Illusion,” he said, the word scratchy on what was likely an unused voice.

      And as she watched, the image of her grandmother faded into nothing, leaving empty shackles and only two prisoners in a stone cell.

      “What was that?” she asked, her tone almost as dead as she felt.

      “Aura . . . memory,” he croaked.

      “What happened?” Vee demanded answers, and despite the sorrow in his gaze, he nodded.

      Swallowing hard, he spoke through cracked and bleeding lips. “Tried to use . . . power.” He shook his head, his dreadlocks swaying. “. . . Failed.”

      Vee waited as he began to cough. She winced at the strangled sound and stared in horror as he hacked and spat out a wad of green, blood-filled phlegm. Looking closer she saw the glint of perspiration on his skin, the flush of his cheeks, evidence of a raging fever. He was so terribly sick from the looks of it. And yet he was still alive.

      He looked up again. “Too frail . . . power strong . . . body weak.” He chose his words sparingly in order to save his throat. And Vee waited patiently. “He killed her.”

      Tears sprang up again but they were more from anger than grief. She wanted to hurt the demon, to rip out his throat the way he’d ripped out her heart.

      She began to tug at her manacles, bucking away from the wall, screaming at the top of her lungs.

      “Strength,” he said, his voice still scratchy.

      Just one word was all he’d needed to say.

      Vee took a deep breath and blinked back the tears. She stared at him, disbelief filling her mind, yet in her heart was utter joy warring with indescribable grief.

      In a matter of moments, she’d lost and gained so much.

      She’d lost her grandmother, an event she’d always expected as the final stage in a human’s life. She’d been prepared for Ma’s death, albeit not in this particular fashion. Although Vee had a feeling that her grandmother would have preferred it this way, to go down with a fight. And from the looks of it, she had.

      What Vee had never dreamed of was the return of someone who’d already died. Who she’d already mourned.

      Her father.
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      Hours passed and Vee understood exactly what the demon Hiranyakasipu was doing. He wanted Vee to stew on her situation, to mourn her grandmother, to wait and wonder what he was going to do next.

      But he hadn’t anticipated the kind of person Vee was. Or the kind of person her grandmother was. The old woman had been kind and wise, imparting her knowledge and strength to her only granddaughter.

      The women of Vee’s family had always been strong, it seemed, and Vee had been no different, taking her cues from her grandmother’s strength in the absence of her mother. And now, she found herself not bereft of strength, but imbued with it. Despite her grief, despite her loss, and despite the horror the evil asura was putting her and her family through.

      When she heard the click at the metal door she knew the time had come to face the monster.

      And yet, when he entered, he seemed so much less than he’d appeared before when he’d come in his deific form. Perhaps it was the stone-walled cell, or the death of her grandmother, or the sight of her father in the terrible condition he’d had to live in for so many years, but Vee’s impression of the demon was no longer one that instilled fear, or any form of respect.

      She hated him.

      And she did not fear him.

      Lifting her chin, she stared at him, defiance in her gaze. But he paid little attention as he waved a hand and released her manacles. She fell to the ground, her toes having been at least a foot off the ground. Not far, but when her feet had lost their feeling, even that short drop was jarring.

      Then Kasipu released her father’s chains too, an act that she didn’t feel one bit grateful for, because she knew it was merely a ploy. One to gain her trust.

      She glanced covertly at her father, a message to him to wait for her signal. She only hoped Raj Sharma was still the strong man she remembered, that Kasipu hadn’t succeeded in breaking him.

      Kasipu waved at the empty manacles from which her grandmother had so recently hung. “You see what happens when you do not hold up your end of the bargain?” He smirked as he rubbed his bearded chin.

      “That’s on you. You can’t make me feel like that was my fault.”

      “Oh no, you silly girl. I did not mean for you to feel guilt. It’s the righteous anger you are feeling at the moment that I wanted to evoke.”

      “You killed my grandmother so I can be angry?”

      He grinned, flashing teeth so white it seemed unnatural. “How do you feel now that you know the truth?”

      Vee got to her knees, the feeling finally returning to her legs. “I will make you pay,” she yelled, her voice breaking.

      Kasipu stopped and looked at her, his expression that of a benevolent father. Then he began to applaud, the impact of his palms echoing around the cell like the clanging of cymbals.

      “That’s right. Show me what you are made of, little Apsara.”

      Fury rose within Vee’s heart and all she wanted was to get to her feet and tear him apart. The conch shifted within her pocket, and the chakra weighed heavily against her hip. Two weapons against this demon that she could not yet use.

      She considered the conch. Its invisibility would be far more beneficial to her father in case she wasn’t able to save him. Besides, it was time she attempted to use her own power to fight this bastard of a demon.

      Vee removed the conch from her pocket, shifting to her side as if she was staring at her father in despair. She laid the conch down on the stone floor beside her, relieved at the widening of her Raj’s eyes. He could see it. How, she didn’t know, didn’t have the time to think about it.

      Still on her knees she shifted, her back now to her father, and toed the conch closer to him. A quick glance revealed it was now at his feet.

      A second glance and the conch had disappeared, the slight bulge in his left pocket confirming the conch’s new location.

      Vee breathed a sigh of relief and got to her feet, steadying herself, readying for the fight. Taking a deep breath she exhaled, blinked . . . .

      And found herself on the sidewalk outside Kasipu’s house, Nivaan to her right tending to her now-conscious mother.

      Vee ran over to her mother, sinking down at her side. Before she could say a word she began to sob, struggling to get the words out. She felt her mother’s hand on her cheek, and inhaled, feeling calm sweep over her like a warm wave.

      I thought she didn’t have any powers?

      “What is it, Vee?” Devi’s voice forced her to focus.

      “It’s Ma. She’s gone.” Vee could barely get the words out as she brushed the tears away. Vaguely she registered that Nivaan was there, that he’d put his arm around her shoulder, that she was leaning into him, taking his strength. She shuddered. “But there’s something else . . .”

      She wasn’t sure how to tell her mother.

      “Out with it, Vee. I’m a big girl. I can handle it.” Vee could see how strong her mother was. She hadn’t shed a tear when Vee had told her that her mother had died.

      Vee swallowed hard. “It’s Dad. He’s alive. I spoke to him. He’s really sick, but he’s alive.” The words spilled out, a tsunami of pent-up emotion drowning first Vee and then her mother.

      Devi began to cry and though Vee felt like bawling her eyes out, she felt the soft, almost imperceptible squeeze Nivaan gave her.

      She looked up and met his gaze. He glanced at the house, the unsaid instruction there in his eyes—go and finish this.

      As Vee got to her feet, Devi wiped her eyes and said, “Wait. There is something you need to understand before you go back.”

      Vee paused and faced her mother, one eye on the house at her left.

      “That day . . . you weren’t supposed to be in the room. Your power was so untrained, so young. It’s what made the magic go haywire. And somehow Kasipu seems to know this. Your magic invoked the vortex. And the vortex is what Kasipu wants. It’s a window to destruction . . . capable of destroying worlds . . . universes.” She paused to swallow and winced as she shifted to a more comfortable position. “We had to close the vortex at all costs. Your father knew it and so did I.”

      “It was my fault?”

      “Not your fault. But your magic intensified ours. We should have catered to it. Maybe cast the spell when you weren’t around. But we did it anyway, thinking the wards around your powers were enough. We were wrong.

      “When you came into the room, the vortex had already opened so wide there was little chance of closing it without sacrificing a life. I was trying to talk him out of it when you walked into the room.”

      “And this magic is what Kasipu wanted?”

      Devi nodded. “He sent his brother to bargain on his behalf. Yaksha did everything to make your father believe he was good. Years of talking, of working together. Your father had begun to trust him. Even I could only see good in Yaksha.” She blinked away a fresh wave of tears. “But then he asked for the vortex and I began to wonder. Still, I didn’t think too much of it until your father tested the invocation that day.”

      “It was supposed to be a test?”

      Devi nodded. “But it got out of control. And that’s what the brothers wanted. They’d had a plan all along.”

      “Didn’t you read the Scrolls, Mom?” Vee shook her head. “They tell you that Kasipu wants godhood, which is why he seeks a pure Apsara. One whose powers are incomparable. And that Apsara’s power will make him into a god again.”

      Devi frowned. “What are you talking about?” She was shaking her head. “What scrolls?”

      “The ancient books Dad kept in the archive room. I was reading them a couple days ago. I’ve been reading them for years.” Vee frowned, her heart thudding against her ribs.

      Devi reached for Vee’s hands. “Vee, those scrolls are blank. They’d never been read by anyone before. They’re just ancient scrolls found in an arid valley. Ancient books with blank pages and nothing to tell. Whatever words had been written on them had faded with time.”

      Vee shook her head. “No, Mom. I’ve read them. The Apsaras have been writing about the Hiranya brothers for centuries. Each of their lifetimes are recorded for posterity.”

      Devi stared at her daughter, her expression unfathomable. “And nobody could read it until you . . .” Devi’s voice drifted away as she began to smile, “You really are the one.”

      Vee shook her head. “I’m not sure what or who that is, but right now I have work to do.” She glanced at Nivaan, who was pretending to attend to the bandages on her mother’s head, as if he hadn’t heard that crazy revelation. He looked at Vee, flashing his dimple, which never failed to bring a smile to her lips. “Take care of her for me, okay?”

      Vee didn’t wait for a response. She got to her feet, grabbed the chakra from her waist and headed for the house. Kasipu wasn’t going to set her father free. And the asura had to die. At whatever cost. She understood why her father had wanted to sacrifice himself. Because he knew it was for the greater good.

      Now, she faced the house and prayed that the conch would help her father when the time came. Right now, she couldn’t concentrate on anything else besides destroying Kasipu.

      She swung the chakra around her head, once, twice and on the third swing she flung it at the building, watching as the spinning gold disk slammed into walls and roof, and the house exploded. She raised her hand as the weapon boomeranged back to her.

      Devi and Nivaan ducked, but the flying debris simply flew through them, past them. Vee frowned as she watched shards of the front door fly straight at her, and then right through Syama.

      Her eyes widened. The house and Vee were in a different dimension than earth.

      Vee spun on her heel and ran inside the house, now suddenly back to its normal state. The whole parallel world thing was messing with Vee’s head.

      Inside the house, she found the mirror and watched Kasipu as he raced away, his back to her. Vee jumped through the mirror, landed on her feet and pushed off, following a few feet behind the demon.

      Kasipu stopped at the end of a long tunnel and turned to face Vee, his mouth twisted into a horrible grin.

      He lifted his hands and sent blasts of heated air at her, air that was hot enough to burn her to dust. The blast wave sent Vee flying backward, tumbling over and over until she hit a solid wall and slammed her head into stone. Pain exploded in her skull, but she pushed away, shaking the daze off.

      Vee instinctively lifted her hands, shoving back at the constant barrage of energy, taking one step, then another, until she caught her breath. She pulled power from inside her, willing her mind to give her the energy, still unsure of how it all worked. And then, with every bit of her strength she flung the force back at him, deflecting the sizzling heat toward the demon. Kasipu yelled as he hopped about avoiding his own heat-weapon.

      Vee closed in on him, raising the chakra and flinging it at Kasipu. He screeched and swung around, missing the flying chakra by an inch, then ducking to avoid it on its return.

      Frustrated, Vee let out a groan. So Kasipu knew how to evade the chakra. Not much use fighting with that now.

      Vee stiffened. She had no choice now. Her own powers would have to be enough. She pulled on the energy she’d used the last time she’d created the forcefield—or at least she hoped she was, because both times she’d used the power she’d had little idea of what she was doing—and pushed it out at the demon. He toppled over and went flying until he hit the far wall.

      He got to his feet and dusted himself off, glaring at Vee. The beads of perspiration on his forehead confirmed he knew he was in deep trouble.

      The golden trishula that came flying at Vee would have impaled her in the middle of her forehead had she only blinked.

      But she hadn’t.

      She didn’t waste a moment wondering where it had come from. She just put out her hand and caught the weapon by the handle, tipping it over and facing the triple business end at Kasipu.

      Vee began to run, trishula in one hand, chakra in the other. Kasipu threw himself into the air, and Vee jumped hoping she’d at least get half as high, just enough to strike the demon in his legs.

      But she rose into the air so smoothly that she let out a shocked cry.

      She couldn’t pay attention to the mechanics of her newfound lack of gravity because Kasipu was staring at her so filled with fury and intent that she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do.

      To her right, she could see the superimposed vision of her father in his cell. He was pulling the conch free, and putting it to his mouth.

      Vee stepped forward, about to yell at him to stop, when he blew the conch, the sound so soft and low that Vee could hear it more with her bones than her ears.

      At the sound of the conch, every plane they were overlapping came to a standstill.

      Only Vee hovered in the air, as if she existed in her very own dimension. Kasipu remained suspended, his mouth opening and closing like a fish. His hands went to his throat as if he was struggling to breathe and Vee had to search within herself for even one ounce of sympathy for his plight. She found none.

      Her fingers tightened and as they closed around the handle of the trishula, Vee finally registered what the weapon was that she held in her hands. The gold gleamed, the triple points shone with an unearthly glow.

      The trishula of Lord Shiva. Lord of Destruction. The Cosmic Creator.

      And Vee now held His most prized weapon.

      How was she able to wield it? And more importantly, why?

      She looked at the weapon and then at the demon. And decided, in the blink of an instant, what her next step would be.

      With Kasipu suspended before her, Vee took aim with the trishula and then threw the trident as fast and as hard as she could, given that she was also suspended in the air.

      The trishula flew, slamming into an invisible field of magic surrounding Kasipu. The protective barrier shattered into millions of pieces as if it were made of whisper-thin glass. The weapon flew through the shield and slammed into Kasipu’s chest, the three blade-sharp tips piercing flesh, drawing blood, and eliciting a god-awful scream from the demon.

      A blinding golden light exploded from Kasipu’s chest, the triple wounds from the points of the trident beginning to widen. The bright glow seared its way through the body of the demon, and in those spaces, those expanding patches of light, Vee glimpsed a land of such intense beauty she could barely look upon it without bursting into tears.

      Then Kasipu exploded into golden light, shattered portions of his body and soul flying into the air around him, splintering again and again, a million pieces into nothing.

      At last, the dimensions collapsed into each other and everything disappeared except for Vee and her father. He was staring up at her now, standing on the bare grass of an empty plot of land where Kasipu’s house had once stood.

      Vee frowned, confused as to why she was still suspended in the air while he was on the ground.

      She shifted and turned to see her mother and Nivaan, Syama and Akil all staring up at her in awe. At first she thought they were looking at her, but soon she realized from their almost cross-eyed gazes that they were staring at something behind her.

      Vee tilted her head, trying to get a look at what was drawing their attention. She caught a brief glimpse of a glassy, undulating substance, that shimmered like dragonfly’s wings, reflecting the multitude of colors of the light spectrum. And as she attempted to study it harder she began to spin around.

      Shaking her head she stopped looking over her shoulder, straightened her spine and then tried again.

      And she froze in place, unable to think, unable to breathe.

      She had wings.

      Great big, giant transparent wings that when they flapped they looked like every aura in the world had joined together to give her the power of flight.

      Vee let out a hesitant laugh.

      And plummeted to the ground.

      She hit the earth to the sound of her mother’s scream, Nivaan’s shocked yell, and Syama’s terrified growl.

      Crap.

      If she survived this she was going to be in so much trouble.
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      When Vee opened her eyes, almost a day had passed and the house was bustling with energy and activity. After checking her messages, a whole raft of them from Rossi and Brent, with updates and condolences, from Max and Jo with love and sympathies, from the Chief and Monroe with commiserations and gratitude for her willingness to share jurisdiction on the case.

      She showered and changed into the sari-suit, ironed and laid out for her at the foot of her bed, her thoughts drifting to a memory that teased her.

      Nivaan, sitting on the bed beside her, telling her that everything will be okay. Telling her she was one bad-ass MF, and that she should never forget who she was. Telling her too that they had time to figure things out, that he wanted to see what the future held for them.

      Vee blinked away the memory, her emotions somewhere between confused and angry. As she reached for the long coat, her phone pinged. She tapped the message and the screen filled with the face of a chubby, completely adorable drooling baby.

      Here is some drool and a pair of chubby cheeks courtesy of my niece, Sona. I’ll pop by later to visit, but I’m babysitting at the moment. Sisters are a PITA especially when they think they deserve date DAY (as if date night isn’t enough!) ::eyeroll:: TTYL

      Niece?

      Sister?

      Vee slapped her hand over her forehead. Talk about misunderstanding. Had it been his niece and sister she’d heard over the phone? Vee’s cheeks flamed as she thought about how she’d brushed the poor guy off.

      Ugh. What an idiot.

      She could almost hear Radhima’s voice in her head telling her she had to make it up to him, and to stop behaving like an immature child.

      Ma was so right.

      Vee smiled. That text message was hilarious too. He sounded like a damned teenager.

      The low rumble of conversation from downstairs rose another level and Vee took a deep breath, focusing on getting ready.

      The sari coat was long, reaching to her knees, hand-embroidered with a gold-and-red paisley border. Beneath it was a skirt made with such lengths of fabric that it stood out almost like a crinoline.

      She slipped on low black heels, which would never be seen beneath the bulk of the skirt, and put on a pair of hooped earrings. Ma had bought her those last year, a gift from her last trip to India. Vee blinked back tears as she ran her fingers over the stones, as a multitude of colors that eerily matched those she’d seen in the iridescent wings she suddenly possessed.

      Thankfully, she didn’t see them at the moment, or she’d never have been able to apply her makeup—however minimal—without getting herself cross-eyed. She took a deep breath and headed downstairs.

      Ma’s favorite tunes played on the music system, a few Gayathri Mantras, a couple of Bhangra hits, some Norah Jones, the eclectic blend of music reminiscent of a woman’s many years of tastes and experience.

      Vee tried hard not to cry as she wove her way through the people who’d come to attend the service and see her grandmother off.

      She hid in the kitchen until Syama and Devi—both clad in saris—walked in, her mother’s face lined with tension and grief, and something else Vee couldn’t identify.

      And then she remembered.

      “Where’s Dad?” Vee asked softly.

      “Asleep. In our . . . his room. Nivaan has him on a drip for fluids. It’ll be awhile before he’s back to normal.” Devi hesitated and Vee had a feeling the coming weeks of transition were going to be chock-full of strange.

      After her mother had left the family home, Mac had moved out of their bedroom and taken the room across the hall from Vee’s. He’d said it was because he wanted to be closer to her in case she needed him, but now she understood that he may well have known more about his wife’s feelings than he’d let on.

      The coming days would reveal a lot, with the old husband having to figure out where he fit into the non-relationship between his wife and her new husband. Things were going to get strange.

      Vee nodded, reluctant to continue the conversation as it was so clearly painful for her mother. Mac and Akil came to stand in the doorway, his white garb so appropriate now, and the two women shifted to let them in. The sirin gave her a sad smile and stood beside the sink, clearly unsure of what to say.

      Mac came straight to Vee and gathered her into a hug. “So sorry, kiddo.”

      Vee curled her arms around his neck. “Sorry too,” she whispered, knowing how much he’d loved Ma.

      Vee moved away and wiped the corners of her eyes with the tips of her fingers. “We don’t need raccoon eyes, okay? You know how much Ma hated raccoon eyes.” That elicited chuckles from everyone and then they all fell silent as they stared at her. “You guys are making me feel weird.”

      She knew they were recalling the sight of those amazing wings.

      Mac cleared his throat, about to say something when his movements slowed and he froze in place. A glance at her mother, Syama, and Akil confirmed that they too were frozen. This smacked of a certain informant of Vee’s.

      She turned on her heel and she headed down the hall to the front door. A peek into the living room and then the dining room confirmed that every single person within was frozen in time.

      Globs of juice and cold drinks were taking flight, and a few light pastries and cakes had begun to float off their owner’s plates.

      Vee shook her head, and peering through the glass, confirmed her visitor.

      Karan.

      She opened the door to see Karan standing on the porch, dressed in a dark suit, patiently waiting for her.

      “Oh, hello,” she said, feeling all the more strange as she opened the door and he walked inside. The man was an informant and he was now inside her home.

      “Namaste,” he said, palms together as he bowed before her, then straightened with a smile, “My deepest sympathies for your pain.”

      She noticed he didn’t mention anything about loss.

      “Thank you,” she said, hesitating to ask him what he was doing here.

      He cleared his throat and for the shortest instant he seemed to glow with a golden light. “I’m here to provide an update. The cult you uncovered was part of a countrywide network, the main purpose of which was to ‘resurrect’ Narasimha. The problem with that course of action was, of course, that the Lord himself is in voluntary seclusion due to penance.”

      Vee sighed and leaned against the balustrade post behind her. As fatigued as she was, and though the temptation to sit on the bottom stair was great, Vee didn’t give in, didn’t want to appear weak in front of this man who she had yet to figure out.

      She met his gaze. “Did they think their sacrifices would give Lord Narasimha some kind of power that would help bring him back?”

      “Something like that,” he said, nodding, “but the members of the cult were human. They were there because they wanted to become mahabidala.”

      “I didn’t know that was possible.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “Ah, I see.” Menon had been using those poor people.

      “Menon and his partner duped these humans in order to obtain their hearts and to extort money to fund their efforts. They were hunting for mahabidala to follow their cause but the species is so whittled down that those remaining are very careful of falling on the wrong side of the gods.”

      Vee nodded. “We couldn’t trace the phone.” She said the words almost to herself.

      Karan answered anyway, “The phone belonged to the jogger—Spires. Menon’s assistant removed it from the body. He’d been using the phone; a reckless and stupid thing to do, as he found out later when you tracked it to the professor’s home. I have sent the details to your email so you may let your people know. Menon had IT people on his payroll as well, innocent people who had no idea how they factored into his scheme. Your investigation will find that the tech people were ignorant of the details and were not involved in the cult itself. Menon was smart that way.”

      Vee watched Karan’s face. “How is it that you know so much? The underground grapevine is that informative?” She wasn’t sure if she’d ever be able to figure the man out. There was just something . . . odd . . . about him.

      He shrugged as he studied the living room filled with motionless people. “I have my methods.” He shifted his head and met her eyes. “Let’s just say that you have people out there who have your best interests at heart. People who know your purpose and who want to support you in achieving it.” Vee was about to ask him a question when his face darkened and she closed her mouth. “Unfortunately, there are also those who wish to see you fail, those who will do anything to ensure you do not achieve the grace that is intended for you. There are those who have already put things in motion in order to harm you.”

      The silence in the hall was so loud Vee’s head felt like it was going to implode. “The assassin?” she asked softly.

      He nodded.

      She didn’t bother to ask how he knew about it.

      “We have the suspect and we are busy with interrogations. We will update as soon as we know more, but in the meantime it would be best for you to remain on your guard and take extra care.”

      “Who is ‘we’?” Vee asked, her suspicion escalating.

      He gave a short bow, ignoring her question. “You know how to reach me if you need something.” He tugged his lapels and turned to the door. “Oh, and I have a new case that you may be interested in. I will have more information for you tomorrow. In the meantime I wish you a good rest, and strength through this difficult time.”

      Vee didn’t respond. Instead she just stared at him, her mind filled with questions that she had little energy to ask.

      He smiled, his face again glimmering with the strange glow.

      Then he lifted his hand, clicked his fingers, and disappeared. Vee blinked and was back in the kitchen, with Mac saying, “Do you want to say a few words at the service?”

      Vee flinched, startled by his closeness, and let out a soft laugh. “Er . . . no way. I am not a public speaker. You do it. Or ask Mom.”

      She looked over her shoulder and met her mother’s eyes. Tears glinted in them but Devi blinked them away, straightened her shoulders and walked out of the kitchen. “I’ll speak if Vee does.”

      Vee rolled her eyes and followed her mother. For a moment she felt like she had little choice in the matter, but the truth was she had all the choice, all the power, to make the right decisions for herself.

      The future was ahead and she planned to take it one step at a time.

      Wings and all.
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      Vee ducked, glad when the bullet that had been aimed at her heart whizzed over her shoulder instead. Life seemed to keep throwing things at Vee, and she had to wonder when the day would come when she would not be able to survive it.

      Not that she wasn’t up for the challenge. It was just there was only so much a girl could take.

      Vee grunted, pain flaring in her wing as the bullet tore through the fragile dragonfly skin, leaving a ragged hole behind. She glanced up at the wound, scowling at the ripped membrane, which—despite the injury—still shimmered, incandescent even in the murky light.

      Vee sucked in a breath and sank low, shaking her head at her carelessness. She ought to be aware of the dangers by now, ought to know that despite the power of her ethereal appendages, they were still as fragile as a butterfly’s wing.

      Even without hellhounds and owl-shifters to watch her back.

      A twinge of worry ripped through Vee’s gut. But she couldn’t afford to be distracted by thoughts of her missing bodyguard. Besides, she could protect herself well enough.

      So said the guns and knives strapped to her upper thighs, the blades in her boots and the chakra tied to a loop at her waist, not to mention the trishula, hidden by godly glamor and currently hanging from a strap off her shoulder. She’d dressed in as close to all-black combat gear as she was inclined to get; jeans, turtleneck, warm multi-pocketed jacket and beanie to hide her hair. Her only concession to style? Refusing to wear combat boots and instead running after demons in a pair of medium-heeled, sexy knee-high leather boots.

      No-one gets between Vee and her boots.

      Fashion aside, Vee was well-equipped to protect herself. Or so she’d believed. She was now tempted by Mac’s offer of bulletproof clothing, just so that she could minimize the risk. Nivaan had been pushing the issue as well—him being all protective of her was very sweet, but he’d better not push it. Still, considering what she came across on a daily basis, protective gear would be a welcome bonus.

      Only problem? As far as she knew, bulletproof clothing didn’t come in wing size.

      Now, she folded her wings as close to her body as she could; she had to protect them as much as possible if she had any hope of using them should the time come.

      How incongruous. A badass, demon-killing apsara with fragile diaphanous wings? It just didn’t fit. That was like giving Lara Croft a feather instead of a knife.

      Vee shifted her gaze around the warehouse, then peered between the two crates in front of her, trying to get a look at her assailant. The place was one gigantic room, housing thousands of boxes, crates, and small shipping containers. Lots of places to hide.

      Two months had passed since her entire life had changed. Dreams had come true, her greater fears had been realized, and she’d been granted boons from the gods.

      Boons, and gods. When related to Vee herself, she had to wonder if such blessings would be a precursor to more trials and tribulations in the future. Good things never just fell into Vee’s lap. They usually came accompanied by bad news, trouble, or a bucket load of crap.

      And the gods? Gods were known to be a fickle lot—back when they used to exist, of course. Vee wanted to laugh. She’d never expected that she’d ever have to face a real god. Gods had faded from existence centuries ago, and most people had ceased believing. Vee included.

      Now, she believed.

      Wings were a damned good reason to believe.

      So were chakras and trishulas.

      Vee had just ducked behind a large box when it exploded, sending her flying backward. Shards of wood turned into a barrage of deadly missiles as they flew through the air. Vee landed hard on her back, narrowly missing a squadron of jagged stakes. The trishula clinked as it hit the floor and Vee felt the wings at her back crumpling beneath her weight. She knew by now not to be too concerned with smashing or folding the fragile appendages; they seemed impervious to that kind of damage.

      Bullet-holes were another thing altogether.

      Her wing now throbbed where the bullet had ripped it apart, aggravated from falling onto the injured appendage, and as she rolled over and scrambled for cover behind the nearest support column—a massive square concrete pole—Vee struggled for breath.

      She forced herself to calm down, her mind going to her grandmother, Radha, channeling some of the matriarch’s sense of peace. As Vee exhaled, she felt a veil of calm envelop her, and her thoughts cleared, the fog of pain evaporating, her mind quickening.

      Vee reached for the chakra strapped to her waist. As soon as her fingers grazed the carved metal it began to shimmer, the gold letting off an intense glow. Vee frowned, aware the light would call attention to her hiding-place behind the pole. She drew a glamor over the weapon, the way Syama had taught her, summoning the power of the elements to camouflage the chakra’s heavenly luminescence.

      Vee had been passionately learning how to cast a glamor, pleasantly surprised to find the skill within her range of powers. The ability hadn’t yet reached optimum efficiency though, so she worked with the assumption of a fifty percent chance of failure to hide herself.

      Vee blinked. And now she hit an all-time low. The glamor wasn’t working. She considered a second try, but she didn’t have the time to mess around.

      Instead, she took a breath, lifted her chin and yelled, “Stop. Give up. You know you’ve got nowhere to run.” Her words echoed around the warehouse, disappearing into the rafters high above.

      “Keep telling yourself that,” Vee’s assailant replied, his tone a deep, gravelly baritone. “You’re injured. I can tell you’re in pain.” He took a long, loud and lusty breath and then let out a howling laugh. The sound was manic and held a note of utter joy within it.

      Shit.

      Vee scrambled for ideas. The bhayakara demon she fought was one who lived on pain, who created disharmony and grief in order to feed off the agony his victims experience. She’d never known such a thing was possible until Karan had called a few hours ago.

      He’d given her a rundown on a possible pain demon loose on the streets of New York. She’d taken the case, passed the details on to her superior, Anthony Rossi, and had gone directly to the location. Which had turned out to be a warehouse filled with boxes, some of which contained bad imitations of life-sized Greek and Roman statues.

      She grimaced as she ducked behind the pillar to avoid being hit in the face by a chunk of curved white buttocks. Near Vee’s foot was a lone breast, pale white with the nipple chopped off. Hard to tell if it had once belonged to a girl or a guy.

      Vee shook her head. Focus.

      Bhayakara were tricky demons, surreptitiously feeding on human pain and terror, deliberately causing that fear over a period of time. They were intelligent, diligent, and persistent.

      And when they were desperate they became dangerous, and often careless.

      Vee had gotten lucky that this particular demon hadn’t fed in a while. He’d been desperate for a dose of energy-giving terror and had left a strong aural image at the home of his most recent victim. The woman had barely been alive, sucked dry of her emotions, but Vee had seen enough of his aura trail to follow him right to the warehouse.

      She ducked down, thinking hard. A row of twenty-foot containers shielded her, though probably not for long. She raised her wings and tested them, glad to see that they appeared to be fully functional despite the gaping hole in the top of her right wing. The sight of it filled her with fury, and she dusted them out and softened her stance.

      Bouncing on her knees, Vee flapped her wings and surged into the air, twisting and turning as the bhayakara followed her with a hail of gunfire. The demon was of the kind that seemed to like bigger weapons to compensate for his own inherent weaknesses.

      He lived on the physical pain of others, but Vee suspected that he’d not tolerate pain well when inflicted upon himself. She banked left in a sharp turn and swooped down behind him, wincing as bullets slammed into concrete behind her, creating large gashes in ceilings and support columns and staircases.

      He was far too indiscriminate, clearly blind to the fact that his behavior was likely to bring the building down onto his own head. Idiot.

      Vee smiled though. She could use that against him. She sank between the crates, then scurried along the floor, hiding within the shadows. Gunshots echoed overhead, blasting away the corner of the crate in front of her. He’d created a large gap between her current hiding place and the next stack of palleted boxes.

      Vee remained still and waited. Sure enough, he continued to riddle the crates ahead of her with bullet-holes. Vee smiled, watching as he drew closer and came into view, first a muscled shoulder and then a bulked-up torso, as he took small steps in a tight circle.

      Trigger-happy asshole.
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      “I can feel your pain.”

      His words were slurred, and Vee wasn’t sure if it was the structure of his vocal chords or if he always sounded that drunk.

      “Stop wasting your time, woman. You either come willing or die trying to escape.”

      Not a chance, buddy.

      Vee pulled her chakra away from her back where she’d been holding it to hide its glow from the demon. She didn’t care if he saw it now. It would be too late for him anyway.

      She raised the chakra and sent it spinning toward him. The weapon made an odd sound, a sort of low thrum that reminded Vee of a helicopter’s blades as they rotated before takeoff.

      The sort of sound that made a person want to duck.

      Not our fearless demon, though.

      He turned in the direction of the oncoming chakra, a frown twisting his chunky black eyebrows together. His lips lifted and his wide mouth glittered with dagger-sharp teeth.

      The deathly fine edge of the curved blade barely skimmed the top of the demon’s head as he crouched to avoid the beheading. Then he got to his feet, grinning as he turned to face Vee, his lips turning up in a self-satisfied smirk.

      “Thought you were smart, huh, little human?” he rasped, his nose ring glittering in the light. A demon with body-piercings.

      How original.

      Vee leaned against the concrete column beside her and smiled pleasantly at him. Her wings still throbbed but she revealed none of her discomfort to her quarry.

      He frowned, probably annoyed with her lack of response. “What? Nothing to say when you fail?”

      Vee shrugged. “Nothing to say because I didn’t fail.”

      He lifted a brow. “You must be confused, little human.”

      “Nope. Not confused at all.”

      Vee kept smiling as the chakra returned on its journey back to her, even as it closed in on the grinning demon.

      He frowned as the low humming of the spinning weapon drew closer, the almost hollow sound echoing around the warehouse. He began to pivot, and the movement—along with his turning neck—only made it easier for the blade of the chakra to do its work.

      The weapon sliced through muscle, sinew, and bone with such ease that for a moment Vee felt bad. Until the demon’s human glamor flickered and dissolved, revealing his true form.

      Vee’s attention was drawn to the demon as his body shuddered from the impact. She watched as his skin pulsed as though something lived beneath it, the pustules covering his body glistening as if about to burst. His eyes bulged as the blade made its way through his spine and severed his head from his body.

      She raised her hand and caught the gleaming weapon in her fingers, grimacing at the feel of the metal slick with demon blood. But her attention was only partially on the gore covering her palms. Vee found that she was tempted to look away as the head began to tilt and fall from the bhayakara’s neck. But she forced herself to watch. She was the executioner, and she had to hold herself accountable. It would be so easy to turn into a vigilante, seeking vengeance and wreaking havoc.

      She refused to be that, whether it meant she would turn into a tool wielded by the gods, or if it meant she’d be a crazy paranoid creature on a path to vengeance.

      So she made herself watch as the head turned over and over, the demon’s lifeless eyes staring at her as if he were still living, intent on getting his own brand of revenge.

      His head hit the concrete floor with a hollow thunk and Vee winced, half expecting the skull to crack, for it to burst like an egg smashing into the ground. Instead, it merely rolled along the floor and came to a stop against a concrete support pole.

      Vee shifted her attention back to the body which still stood in the same position, as if he were a little stunned and confused as to what had happened. Then he lurched forward, his knees giving way as he fell. He hit the ground and would have landed face-first had he still been in possession of his head.

      As it was, the impact with the ground sent a gush of blood out of the gory opening at the bhayakara’s neck. Vee sidestepped just in time, avoiding the splash of blue-black blood.

      Weapon in hand, she decided it was time to get gone. She didn’t want to be around for the next stage of this particular demon’s death-song. Unfortunately, even as she hurried away across the floor of the warehouse, the smell of sulfur and ammonia still managed to follow her.

      She held her breath and strode off, eyes ahead, searching the rafters, scanning the aisles of stacked boxes as she weaved between the supporting pillars. Vee rounded another pillar, and paused, glad she could no longer smell the demon.

      And she never saw him coming.

      When Vee thought about it later, she had to admit that she’d had no reason to believe anyone else was in the shipping warehouse other than herself and the bhayakara.

      The arrogant demon had been careless. Now he was dead.

      And, it seemed likely that if Vee didn’t get to her senses fast enough, she’d be just as dead.

      Something large, musclebound, and strangely cold hit her broadside and sent her flying into the concrete support pillar that she’d just passed. She slammed hard into it, feeling the bones in her spine crack loudly, feeling the staff of the trishula cut into her ribs, feeling the surge of pain as her injured wing was jarred behind her.

      The pillar stopped Vee’s escape, allowing her no clear way out.

      She slid to the ground, blinking hard to get a good view of her attacker. She’d already been able to ascertain a few things: tall, swarthy, cold-blooded. A man and yet not anything like a man.

      Vee lifted her gaze and met the cold silver eyes of a pey demon.

      Fudge.

      Vee swallowed and backed up, sliding a little to the left of the concrete pillar. Her eyes were wide as she stared into the creature’s cold gaze. She was so very dead. Pey demons were nothing to joke about. Meeting one face-to-face rarely resulted in anything but death.

      And her hellhound-slash-warrior-slash-bodyguard was nowhere to be found. Vee so needed a fairy godmother right now.

      Vee gritted her teeth. It had been her own choice to head inside the warehouse after the demon without backup. Speaking of backup, shouldn’t they have arrived by now?

      The pey let out a soft growl, lifting his horned head into the air.

      Shit.

      Vee recognized that movement, wishing her glamor was good enough to use to extricate herself from the danger she now stared in the face.

      The pey demons was calling out to someone. Partner or mate, Vee didn’t want to find out for herself. She had to do something. Fast.

      At her side, the trishula still cut into her ribs, its awkward angle making its position more than painful. Vee moved her hand up her thigh, aware that the demon’s red eyes were tracking her fingers as she slid it toward the weapon. She lifted her other hand, reaching for her chakra, successfully distracting the creature long enough for her to grab the triple-bladed spear and give it a firm shake.

      The movement allowed the magically endowed spear to take its full form. The golden blade lengthened, and even as it grew longer, Vee was spinning it around, holding it at her shoulder like a javelin.

      During the last two months, Vee had been schooled in the use of the weapon Lord Shiva had bestowed upon her, had spent hours practicing hard in the hopes that someday—when the time came—she’d be able to use it either to protect herself, or to save someone else, and to honor the god who’d seen fit to give such a priceless treasure to her.

      She hadn’t exactly imagined the scenario being that of defending her life against a pey, of all creatures. They weren’t even supposed to be out of whatever hell it was that they had been banished to.

      Vee was about to send the trishula hurtling through the air, hoping to impale the oncoming demon, when a noise to her right drew her attention for a fleeting second. Another demon lingered there, soot-black hair in disarray, a bloody smile on her face, her demon teeth gleaming.

      Double shit.
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      A pey was bad enough. But when faced with his better half, things went to hell in a handbasket fast.

      The peymakilir, likely the mate of the demon salivating over Vee, growled low and rasping. The sound was enough to distract Vee from her aim.

      As if they had planned their course of action, both demons ran at Vee. Instinct ruled her limbs as she lowered the trishula so the end sat at her hip, its point aimed at the pey. His mate, however, Vee had little defense against. Her chakra was on the other side of her body, lodged between her hip and the pillar, her satchel she’d left at home, having decided at the time that this job didn’t need a bag of stuff that went kablooey.

      Bad move.

      She felt for the knives strapped to her thigh, grabbed one and released it straight at the demonwife. The blade hit the creature in her chest with a loud thunk, but she still kept coming. In a second smooth move, Vee grabbed blade number two, noted that the pey was a yard from her and still on his way to impalement, and let the knife loose.

      The second blade hit the peymakilir in the throat, but she still kept coming.

      Vee’s heartbeat ratcheted up as she considered herself, for all intents and purposes, doomed.

      She inhaled sharply, convinced she was dead, and then saw a multitude of red laser lines splayed across the pillars around her. The cavalry was here, but possibly a little too late for Vee.

      She exhaled and felt the impact of the pey against the three points of the trishula. To her right, the peymakilir hurled herself at Vee. Even as Vee twisted herself around and attempted to throw her spitted demon onto his mate, she was prepared, bracing for impact.

      It had all happened way too fast for her to do the smart thing. Despite all her FBI training, despite her apsara training, acting on instinct had been her only option.

      An explosion ripped the air and Vee ducked her head.

      Someone had thought it would be a good idea to blast the head off the peymakilir before she sank her teeth into Vee’s throat.

      Again, a move born out of instinct.

      Vee felt a moment of relief at not being alone in lack of smarts. Had Vee been in that agent’s place, a rifle would have been sufficient. A bullet to the brain, and then move fast, perform the rites and toss the body into the nearest fire.

      Vee sighed and twisted back upright, allowing the trident to drop to the ground and release the pey. He was barely alive, with a triple blade to the gut insufficient to put him out of his misery.

      His mate, on the other hand, was definitely dead.

      Vee got to her feet slowly and tugged the trident out of the pey’s body. She wanted to tell the agents who had surrounded her that they were wasting their time taking the bodies back to the lab in the hopes of researching the biology of these creatures.

      Rossi had recently mentioned that they’d wanted to study the demons in the hopes that the R&D division could look into the development of ammunition to help Vee’s team defend themselves against the demon horde that seemed to steadily become larger and harder to fight.

      But Vee knew what would happen to the two demons within a few hours after death. The pey and his mate would not die as the bhayakara demon had—in a puddle of ammonia and sulfurous muck. No. The pey couple would disintegrate, their bodies rapidly drying until a mere movement would disturb the pile of ash they would become. Ash so pure that nothing—not even DNA—would remain for testing purposes.

      It was sad and amusing at the same time.

      Black-clad agents milled around as Vee got to her feet using the trishula to support her weight. Vee sniffed herself and wrinkled her nose. She needed a bath. Badly.

      But, with Assistant Director Rossi’s head bobbing in the distance as he made his way toward her, she knew she had no place to run. Something splattered the floor at Vee’s left ankle, and she glanced down. The chakra was dripping demon sludge.

      Just fabulous.

      The trishula had ceased its magical glow and now shivered, as if it somehow sensed the presence of so many people. Vee held it up and waited as it shrunk in size, allowing her to attach it to the sling at her shoulder.

      Rossi approached—wrapped warmly in a dark wool-lined coat—and Vee was relieved to find Brent Cadiz with him. At least Brent would be on her side. She straightened and turned to face the two men as they approached, appreciating the wary glance they gave her.

      Rossi looked a little stunned. “I’m not even sure what to say,” he said staring at the sludge puddle and then at the dead pey. He seemed to be avoiding the pile of remains that amounted to the female demon.

      The pey moaned, trying to turn toward Vee. The keening sound ended on a high note that had the closest agents—including Vee—slapping their hands over their ears.

      “What the hell?” Brent squeaked and stepped away fast, clutching his laptop close to his chest. “That thing is still breathing.”

      “Yep,” Vee said, smirking, her amusement helping to keep the pain from her throbbing wing at bay.

      “He looks…angry.”

      Vee stared at Brent, her face void of expression. “Wouldn’t you be angry if your wife’s brains were splattered around the warehouse, right after she’d been stabbed in the chest and throat by two flying daggers?”

      Brent grunted in response, then took another step away from the moaning demon. “Perhaps we ought to put it out of its misery.”

      Rossi looked over at the techie. “I’m a little concerned, Cadiz. Such a disregard for life could be dangerous.”

      “That thing…” Brent turned to look over at the body of the peymakilir, “…isn’t human.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s not alive,” Vee replied.

      “But you’re the one who just killed them,” the techie said, eyes wide, though a little suspicion had begun to crease his brow.

      “I don’t kill all of them, Brent. Besides, that’s a moot point. If you guys hadn’t come, I would have had to kill them anyway.”

      “See? Dispensable.” Brent smiled smugly, then folded his arms as he leaned toward the pillar behind him. He missed and stumbled then scrambled to right himself. Vee hid a smile as he straightened and tugged at the lapels of his coat.

      Vee sighed. “Not dispensable. Dangerous. They were threatening my life. It was either me or them.”

      “Don’t look to me like it was you or them. Looked more like it was you or her…it.” Brent pointed at the remains of the female demon.

      Rossi grunted and silenced whatever it was Brent had been wanting to say. “What’s your assessment here, Agent Shankar. You’ve got two very different, unrelated species in one location.”

      Vee nodded. “I suspect they may not be related. I have a feeling that the lead was solid. It led me here to find the bhayakara. He’s the one you saw over on the other side.”

      Brent frowned and glanced over his shoulder in the general direction of the demon’s liquid remains. “You mean the puddle of yellow slush?” Vee nodded. “Right,” he replied, looking a little uncomfortable now.

      “So what about these two?” Rossi jerked a chin at the dead—and dying—demons before them. “After Slushy over there? Or something more sinister?”

      Vee shrugged. “Perhaps they were lying in wait for him? Who knows. He didn’t seem too much of a threat, so I’m wondering if he could have been an informant of some kind.” Vee glanced down at the bodies of the two pey demons lying at her feet.

      “Or?” Rossi probed, seeming to easily read her train of thought.

      Vee sighed. “Or it could be that they were tracking me.”

      Brent’s eyes widened. “I’ll get onto traffic cams in the area.” Before anyone could respond—or add to his task list—the techie was gone, hunkering down a safe distance from all present demons and setting up his small workstation. Before long he was tapping away at the keyboard, paying no attention to anything around him.

      Rossi cleared his throat. “So anything you want to tell me about these demons who are on your tail?” he asked softly, his eyes still on Brent.

      Vee shook her head even though Rossi couldn’t see her face or movement. “No clue. I’ll have to put out a few feelers to see what I can dig up. The odd thing was they didn’t seem desperate. They almost appeared to be calm, as if the kill was routine, as if they’d been through the tag team thing before and it had been easy for them in the past.”

      “They were comfortable with each other?”

      “With this type of demon, they are more than likely a mated pair.”

      “Can you give me a debrief?” Rossi’s eyes sparkled with interest. Vee had enjoyed working with him. His open-mindedness had been a huge help when she’d started out working for his off-the-books FBI squad. Now he’d begun to take strange demons, and tales of deific beings and god-given boons in his stride.

      Vee nodded. “I’ll email it once I get back home.” She made a face again at the amount of demon blood and gore she had on her person.

      With a short nod, Rossi turned and then stopped. He glanced over his shoulder at Vee. “Go home, Shankar. You need a bath.”

      His words generated a round of good-natured chuckles from the agents within hearing distance, and she shook her head, trying and failing to glare angrily at them. She turned on her heel and headed across the warehouse, deciding to scan the place one more time.

      As she circled a stack of containers across the way from where the demonic couple had ambushed her, she caught sight of a new aura, a strange pale yellow that hadn’t been there before. Vee had passed on this route when she’d moved away from the bhayakara demon and hadn’t seen any sign of this aural signature.

      The voyeur had to have arrived after she’d killed the bhayakara.

      Someone had been watching Vee.

      She stepped closer to the aura and stared at the floor. The remains of a cigar littered the bare concrete. Vee reached into her pocket for a tweezer and a plastic bag. She proceeded to retrieve all the pieces of the cigar as well as some of the ash that had been left behind. She labeled the item then continued on her way, the bag dangling from her fingers.

      As she closed in on the place where the two other demons had been killed, Vee realized that the person who’d been watching had not been in a hurry to leave. He’d waited for her, likely up until the point when he’d seen her kill the first demon.

      Vee crouched again. Ashy footprints marked a small narrow spot behind two crates a mere twenty feet from where Vee had sat after she’d fallen against the pillar. He’d ground the cigar into the floor with his shoe, leaving a smear of tar and charcoal on the bare concrete. Didn’t seem to be the careful type.

      Her quarry was long gone now, not likely that he’d stick around to get himself caught.

      Rising to her feet, Vee thought about the two pey demons. Now, who exactly was following who? Had he set you up, or were you two trying to set me up?

      Vee shook her head.

      She’d provide Rossi with the full report on the incident before she went to bed that night. Or was it morning already?

      For now, all she knew was she had to get home soon, before the blood dried into her jeans and she’d have to throw them out. As Vee turned to walk out of the warehouse, she frowned. Getting clean was her top priority. But she also had to pay a visit to Karan before he got too impatient.

      He’d been the one to send her on this wild demon chase to begin with. He ought to be informed of her brush with death. And also be told that someone else was watching her. Other than him, of course.

      Given the lack of the voyeur’s interference, Vee considered the possibility that perhaps it had been Karan himself who had been observing her. But she shrugged the suspicion away. That would make absolutely no sense. Karan was a puzzle. He was mysterious, and well connected. But there was something else about him—like his ability to freeze time, of course—that made her wary of him. The last thing Vee needed was to rock the boat in terms of their working relationship.

      She still wasn’t entirely sure how she’d landed this gig, but she wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      Vee strode out of the building and headed into the bright moonlight with one thing in mind, and one thing only.

      A hot bath, and a jasmine and cocoa butter bath bomb.

      Okay, so maybe that was two things.
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      Without Syama to transport her from place to place with her magical teleportation ability, Vee was forced to use the mundane method of walking and taking public transport home.

      She would have done so tonight if Rossi hadn’t arranged a car for her to take her home. The man was far too observant, and Vee had to remind herself that he was a trained agent.

      She slid into the back of the car and gave the driver her address, then fell into an almost morbid silence as he drove off. Vee checked he phone, in case Nivaan had left her a message, she missed the guy too damned much.

      She smiled at the memory. Of Nivaan and his adorable niece Sona. Vee had tried hard not to think too much of Nivaan, more so because the man’s mere existence made her weak at the knees. She was no wilting wallflower, no fainting Miss. And yet when Nivaan was around all she wanted to do was to faint in his arms so that he would sweep her up and take her away with him.

      Vee grinned at her strange imaginings. The object of those fantasies would burst into uncontrollable laughter should she ever admit to having them. Vee considered telling him—and making a fool of herself in the process—just so that she could hear that laugh.

      She shook her head and hid a smile. Who would have thought that Vee Shankar would ever fall for a guy?

      She sighed as the cab zipped through the city streets. Reality only hit her when she was alone, without the stress of catching and or killing demons to distract her.

      Vee stared out at the city streets as they flitted by, but all she saw was her grandmother’s face.

      Radhima.

      She’d been so young at heart, so filled with the love of life that she’d often drawn Vee out of her own self-pity. Now she was dead as a result of something Vee had done.

      Maybe that deed had been done when Vee had been a kid. So what? It had still been her fault. She’d been the one to open the vortex, to kill the demon Kasipu, to cast her father into an uncertain hell. She’d been the one to bring the wrath of the demon’s brother down on her family, and in the end, cause the death of her beloved grandmother.

      A pained sigh echoed within the vehicle and Vee glanced up to check if the driver was annoyed or upset about something. But the man’s eyes were focused on the street ahead, and he didn’t even twitch when he caught Vee staring at him in the rear-view mirror.

      Frowning, Vee turned her attention back to the view of the city. At night the lights were so beautiful, the shadows and darkness hiding the bleak sadness of what lay within the abandoned alleys, and beneath the overpasses. The homeless had never been anything but a consistent issue for the city, both financially, and in a humanitarian light.

      But ever since the demons had begun to seep through into the city, the homeless population had burgeoned. Demons preyed on them, decimating their numbers, but those same demons eventually joined their number, more so when they discovered that our world was not the land of milk and amrita they’d believed it to be.

      This time it was Vee who sighed, and when the voice spoke in her ear, she almost jumped out of her skin.

      “You know, I always thought you were a responsible, level-headed child.” Radhima shook her head and studied Vee’s face. “I expected more from you.”

      Vee snorted. The apparition had haunted her ever since her grandmother’s death. Vee knew she was generating this ghost, probably born out of her own desperate need to see her grandmother again.

      “What?” said the ghost, her eyes narrowing. “Now you won’t talk to me?”

      Vee glared at the apparition. “Not here. You’re going to make people think I’m crazy.”

      The ghost snorted. “For a smart young woman, you’re terribly dense.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Vee snapped, forgetting that the driver was directly in front of her. A glance up confirmed that the man was now paying attention to her, his scowl saying he was probably wondering if he should take the turn for Bellevue instead.

      When Vee glanced back at the apparition, she found Radhima’s eyes staring down at Vee’s phone. Vee rolled her eyes and let out a long-suffering sigh. As she picked up the phone and pretended to take a call, she had to admit that her imaginary grandmother was pretty smart.

      Vee gritted her teeth.

      The ghost is a figment of my imagination, for god’s sake. Even I’m beginning to believe my hysterical ravings.

      Phone to her ear, she said, “What do you want?” She felt ridiculous. It was too bizarre to be talking to something she’d dreamed up. What the hell was happening to her?

      Maybe Bellevue isn’t such a bad idea.

      Radhima’s voice was calm. “I want to help you.”

      “This isn’t real,” Vee snapped, glancing up at the driver. The man had turned his attention back to the road, although he flicked his gaze back to her every few seconds, as if watching for the slightest hint of crazy.

      “It is real. I don’t know why it’s so hard for you to accept.”

      Vee sighed. “You’re gone. You can’t come back. This is just…because I want you back with us, because I can’t accept it. It doesn’t mean anything. Just…the grieving process. Which I apparently suck at.” Vee swallowed the hard knot in her throat, tears threatening to spill over any second.

      The ghost leaned toward Vee, and her heart stilled. She could feel the warmth emanating from Radhima’s—or rather the apparition’s—arm. Vee’s eyes widened as she stared at the spot which the ghost had touched, and then looked back up at her grandmother’s eyes.

      “How can I prove it to you?” she asked Vee softly.

      Vee shook her head. This was getting insane. “You can’t prove anything to me. Don’t you get that? I need to work this through at my own pace. I don’t need you…talking to me all the time.” A glance up at the driver showed the man’s sad, empathetic expression. Vee felt awful for misleading him, for making him believe she’d been dumped or abandoned by someone important in her life.

      Better than letting him find out you’re talking to your grandmother’s ghost.

      Radhima shifted slightly, so she was facing Vee directly. “Do you need more proof? This whole thing is getting a bit tiring. I thought I’d have gotten through to you by now.”

      “You can’t get through to me. I’m trying to heal and this…” Vee waved her hand around the back of the car, “…this is all just making it worse.”

      “I know dear, but it’s not meant to make you feel worse. If you will just listen to me, then I can make you understand.”

      “There is nothing to understand. You’re gone. I’m dealing with it. Don’t make it worse than it already is.” Then Vee paused and glared at the ghost. She found herself wondering for the briefest moment if this ghost was haunting her mother too. She frowned. “You’d better leave Mom alone. She doesn’t need you making things worse for her. She’s got way too much on her mind.”

      The apparition sighed and sat back. “They say the worst pain is when a mother loses a child. I can agree but from a completely different perspective.” She turned to stare at Vee. “It must be easy when death takes you away, far from this plane so you can’t see your loved ones, be around them and not be able to touch them or talk to them.”

      “This is crazy,” Vee whispered. Something was niggling at her now. This ghost was a figment of her own imagination but what she was saying…they were things Vee had never considered. Was it possible….

      No. She shook her head but before she could speak Radhima lifted her hand. “No. Don’t say it. Not yet. If you really want me to leave, if you really truly don’t believe I am real, then perhaps there is nothing I can do or say to change that. But at least take the time to think about it.”

      Vee opened her mouth to respond, then shut it without uttering a word. What could she possibly say to the apparition that would even make sense? Then she let out a soft breath. “Fine.”

      “Good.” The ghost grinned, looking far too pleased with herself.

      Vee pursed her lips and lifted a brow. “Don’t get too excited. I only said I’ll think about it.”

      Vee’s warning didn’t seem to have an effect on the apparition, who clapped her hands happily and began to fade away. Then, suddenly the image of the old woman strengthened as she returned, her expression intent.

      “Oh, and don’t forget one thing… You’re not so special that you’d go crazy just from the death of a loved one. You lived through and survived your father’s death. Why would you lose your marbles over me? You’re too strong for that. If you weren’t, I’d doubt the gods would have seen fit to choose you as their emissary on this plane.”

      With those words the ghost evaporated, leaving Vee alone in the back of the car with a driver who was again staring at her suspiciously. He was right to be concerned about her mental state.

      Vee sighed and clicked her phone off.

      Just fabulous. She was now actually beginning to consider that her imaginary grandmother could be real. Maybe she really was going nuts. Insanity would certainly make more sense than ghosts.

      Vee started as Radhima’s voice echoed in her ear. “And gods and demons? How much sense do they make?”
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      Walking into the house, Vee tiptoed across the hallway and hurried up the stairs as quietly as possible. She’d almost made it to the landing when a voice stopped her in her tracks.

      “Where have you been?”

      Vee turned on her heel and looked down at her dad who was standing at the foot of the stairs holding a cup of tea in his hand. He was frowning at her, studying her filthy clothing, his nose crinkled as if she’d been rolling in cow poop all day. He wouldn’t be far off.

      She sighed. “On a case.”

      He tilted his head. “You have bhayakara goo on your shoes and clothes, and you seem to have a little bit of pey blood on your face. Not to mention a smidge of brain matter in your hair.”

      Vee’s hand lifted to her head, worried now about getting the muck out of her hair as soon as possible. “Ugh. I have to wash it off.”

      She was turning to race up the stairs when her dad said, “Stop.”

      The tone was so stern that she had little choice but to obey. The only movement she made was to look over her shoulder and watch as he set his mug down and jogged up the stairs toward her. As he came, he retrieved a little plastic bag from his pocket. Dropping the contents onto his palm, he chose the tweezer and slipped the spatula back into his pocket. Then he reached out with the tweezer and picked something out of her hair.

      “When did you come over to the dark side?” Vee asked.

      Raj Shankar had seemed resistant from the start, making it difficult for everyone to explain that they’d advanced the mode of paranormal hunting and were now also working with the FBI. Not to mention researching weaponry and magic.

      He’d demanded that Vee give up all the nonsense, insisted that she do research instead. Everyone had tiptoed around him, including her mother who had moved into the house to take care of her newly-alive husband. Her other husband had moved out, much to Vee’s disappointment. She’d known Mac would leave eventually and yet she’d hoped he’d change his mind.

      Perhaps if her grandmother had been there, things would have been different. She’d have set them all right. But in the end, Mac had moved out, promising Vee that she would always be welcome in his home. And Vee had been left to tend to her oddly subdued mother, and a father who didn’t seem to be all there.

      Now, Raj chuckled. “If you can’t beat ‘em…”

      Vee scowled as he repeated the process, taking a sample of the blood on her cheek, and finding another splotch caught in the hem of her pants.

      Although she wanted to brush him off and race to her bathroom for that much-desired bath, she endured his inspection and remained still until he was done.

      “There.” He stood back and lifted the plastic bags toward Vee. “You’ll likely need those.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” Vee said, taking the samples. She wasn’t sure if she should say anything and the awkward silence hung over them for a long moment.

      She was about to say something—which would have just been small talk—when her dad cleared his throat. “Right. My tea is getting cold. And you stink.” He turned on his heel and skipped down the stairs to retrieve his mug. “Would you like me to make you a cup?”

      Vee smiled and shook her head. “Thanks. But I’m going to be a while.”

      “I see,” he gave a small smile. “You’ve turned into your mother.”

      Vee scowled and must have looked incredibly angry at the thought because her dad lifted a hand. “I meant that she used to take ages in the bathroom too, primping in front of the mirror, making sure her hair was just so.”

      Vee raised her eyebrows. “Now that I find hard to believe,” she scoffed.

      He shook his head, a fond smile caving his lips. “Oh yes, she did. Not that she needed it though. Your mother was so beautiful when she was younger.”

      “Dad. She’s not old. And neither are you.” Vee smiled, studying his face, finding herself memorizing his features again, as if something was telling her she’d better immortalize every plane and curve because he could be taken from her any minute. In the days after they’d brought him home, Vee had woken in cold sweats, finding herself hurrying to his room to confirm that he was actually there, that she hadn’t imagined the whole thing.

      Now she smiled at him, wanting to assure him that he had a long time yet to enjoy life with them. Life with Vee, the way it should have always been.

      He shrugged. “Sometimes experience makes you age more than you can ever imagine normal life would.”

      Vee’s heart tightened. He’d taken the conversation down a path she wasn’t prepared to go. And he seemed to recognize that as he took a sip of his tea and nodded at Vee.

      “Off you go now. You’re stinking up the house.” Without another word, he turned and headed off toward the kitchen and out of Vee’s line of sight.

      Vee smirked and hurried up the rest of the stairs and along the hall to her room. Inside, she removed her weapons and left them in a pile on the bathroom floor. Then she sat on the chair beside her bed and began to take off her boots. She was unlacing them when she let out a sobbing breath.

      The conversation with the ghost in the back of the car had come rushing back to Vee. No matter how much she denied it, she had to admit that the apparition had made sense. But she didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t want to spend another moment ruminating on things that were so difficult to deal with.

      What if she hadn’t been imagining it? If all along she’d been ignoring her grandmother’s attempts at contacting her. Vee shook her head. No. That makes no sense.

      Keep telling yourself that.

      Vee threw her boots across the room, not caring when they hit the bathroom door which swung open on impact, barely even paying attention as they skidded along the tiled bathroom floor and came to a stop beside the toilet.

      The shoes seemed to have a mind of their own. They probably knew how filthy they were.

      Maybe the boots will start talking to me too. That would totally make sense.

      Letting out a soft groan, she forced herself to admit—however much she wished it would not be true—that she just had a bad case of denial.

      Vee undressed and bagged the clothing then left it on the chair by the door with the samples sitting on top of it within a cooler. She’d take it to her lab later in the morning. She planned on giving them a thorough once-over and hoped they would survive the inspection.

      She found it strange that the biological remains of the peymakilir hadn’t turned into ash as yet. Vee had stared hard at the pieces of brain matter that her dad had extracted from her hair. They were in perfect condition. Nowhere near ash, even though they should be white dust by now.

      Vee gave the boots one last glare, then forced herself to clean her weapons. She spent a few minutes wiping them down with disinfectant and then polishing them with a few drops of neem oil which always seemed to keep them clean and tarnish free.

      When she was done she headed to the bedroom on bare feet and padded to the far wall. A discrete amount of pressure on a specific spot had a panel pop open, and she placed the weapons onto their designated shelves. The secret cupboard had been Mac’s idea. He’d insisted that it would make no sense for Vee to use the weapons room downstairs when her weapons were best stored within her reach.

      In case of an emergency.

      They all knew what it felt like to have someone taken from their home, from right under their noses. So, Mac and Vee had taken all the precautions necessary to make the house more secure.

      Once the weapons were stored, Vee almost ran into her bathroom, scrubbing both her body and her hair under the hot shower spray. After getting clean, she filled her tub and popped a bath bomb into the clear water. The scent of jasmine and cocoa butter filled the bathroom, and Vee inhaled deeply before sliding inside the welcome embrace of the hot water.

      Her muscles ached, from the fighting, from the tension. She’d lost track of the number of reasons her body ached these days. Only when the water had cooled somewhat, did Vee rise from the bath and dry off.

      Her bed awaited her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 56

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Vee headed out to Central Park. Karan’s text had given her directions to the pond and wooden bench near a coffee vendor called Perk You Up.

      Her wings still throbbed, but she’d been surprised on waking up to discover that the hole within the iridescent gauzy membrane had closed. A large discoloration and what looked a lot like a bruise still covered the wing, but it appeared well on its way to near-perfect recovery. The rest of her injuries merely smarted, and she’d had no trouble slinging her messenger bag around her torso. She’d figured she was better off traveling ready for action—whatever that action might be.

      On the way, she considered the text from Akil and what it meant.

      Syama is okay. Bringing her home asap. Expect trouble.

      Akil was cryptic on a normal day. But sending texts like this was downright rude. The kid needed to have a little more training on humans and social interaction. The owl-shifter had literally flown into Vee’s life one day and had never left. He’d saved her life and ended up convincing her that he was here to stay. Add that to the fact that he’d been the courier who had delivered her chakra and her conch to her, and she knew she’d never banish him from her life.

      He was family.

      The way Syama was family.

      Vee inhaled sharply and pressed those emotions deeper down inside her as she walked the curving path toward the pond. The wind was brisk and breezy, throwing Vee’s hair around her head. She retrieved a tan beanie from her pocket and slipped it onto her head. She was still a little on the exhausted side after last night’s escapade, and she was feeling a little fragile in the wake of the apparition’s claim of being real.

      It was just another day of craziness in the world of Vee Shankar.

      She strolled past mothers pushing babies in strollers, and fathers throwing balls to their kids. The pond seemed a little crowded too as a large group of kids huddled at the edges, each eagerly attempting to set their little boats afloat without drowning them. Little waves bounced the multitude of colored boats around, the water churned by the persistent wind.

      The wind seemed to be good for something else too.

      Up on the hill, dozens of red-cheeked children jostled for position, holding tightly onto their rolled-up strings, tugging at the lines holding their kites aloft. A myriad of colored kites danced high above them, and Vee paused to stare up at the spectacle.

      With no snow in the last week, the day was perfect for families—if a little cold. Perfect to remind Vee of her own shattered family, devastated by grief, shocked and in disarray as the dead came back to life and lives were forced to change to adjust.

      She blinked away tears of self-pity and focused on the bigger picture. Her life was no longer hers. She had a large role to play, responsible to the gods now, and not just to the mundane works of a mere human being.

      Whatever they had seen in her, she had to make every effort to earn it.

      Vee headed for the wooden bench beside the coffee cart and settled on it shifting the messenger back around so she wouldn’t get stabbed by a pointy sheath or gun-barrel. She relaxed, content to just watch the children play, the kites battling for space against the blue sky, the little boats bobbing on the surface of the little lake, no doubt many destined for destruction in head-on collisions or tantrums.

      A shadow loomed over Vee, and she tilted her head up, the hand tucked inside her pocket holding a Taser ready.

      “You will not need protection against me, I assure you,” Karan said softly before settling down beside her.

      “Yeah. So said every serial killer in history.”

      Karan let out a soft laugh and met Vee’s gaze. His piercingly dark eyes gleaming with amusement.

      Today he wore a white suit with the narrow Nehru collar that he seemed to prefer. His hair was long and touching his shoulders, the wind tossing his locks around his face as though he were a model on a photo shoot.

      Looking at him now made it so easy for Vee to believe the man was harmless. Yes, she trusted him more now then she had when she’d first begun to work with him, but she still remained wary, watchful, constantly looking for a sign or a tell that would confirm that something was up with him. Her gut was never wrong, and it had been screaming at her since they’d met.

      But not for the normal reasons.

      Vee didn’t believe that Karan was a danger to her. Their relationship was mutually beneficial. Perhaps what worried her was his persona. Karan was attractive, oozing sex appeal, and she’d often wondered if he turned it on just to tempt her. But she was immune. He was not her type.

      The man was intriguing, but dangerous. He was influential and knew things, dangerous things that people would kill for, would kill him for having. And he was passing much of that information onto Vee.

      Add that to the fact that the man possessed the power to stop time and you had a ticking bomb ready and waiting to go off.

      Vee was intrigued, yes. But she was all too aware that he was dangerous. And ruthless.

      When you wrestled with a snake, you had to remember to stay far away from the fangs.

      Still, wrestling aside, Vee was not too embarrassed to admit to herself that she felt used by the man. As if she was a puppet and all he had to do was tug on her strings, and she’d dance to his tune.

      Karan wriggled on the seat then shifted to look at Vee. “Coffee? I believe Mauro over there makes amazing beignets.” He spoke with a casual smile that would have anyone believe that Vee and he were friends meeting up or a couple on a date.

      Vee shook her head. The thought of fried dough covered in sugar made her stomach turn. “Thanks, but I’d rather not. I’ve been a little queasy since my run-in with demon blood and guts a few hours ago.” She gave a small shudder and wrinkled her nose. “I can still smell them on me. And I’m about to get up close and personal with samples of demon blood and guts soon too.” Vee made a strange sound inside her throat and Karan cast her a concerned glance. She swallowed hard, aware that she’d sounded like she was about to throw up.

      “Are you not feeling well?”

      Vee lifted an eyebrow. “Everything I just said about blood and guts? That didn’t give you any hints?”

      Karan’s mouth lifted in a small smile. “I admit I was unsure. You are of course an Apsara warrior. The thought that you would be ill at the sight of blood had not occurred to me.” The look he gave her implied her reputation had fallen a smidge in his estimation.

      Vee shook her head, cleared her throat and said, “Apsara warrior for all of five seconds. Without the necessary training, in case you missed that part.” Vee tilted her head to study Karan’s face. “Is that why you picked me. You knew who I was?”

      Karan shrugged. “What is it that you agency people say? I’m not at liberty to discuss it?” He smirked.

      Vee huffed. She was beginning to lose patience with the man. Or whatever he was. “I have work. I’m assuming you want a rundown of what happened last night?”

      Karan sat back and folded his arms. He didn’t respond, but Vee knew him enough to know that she’d better be giving him the details fast before he lost his patience. Karan was not the type of man who appreciated it when things didn’t go his way.

      “You were right.” He tapped his head and flourished an invisible hat as he took credit for his information. Vee rolled her eyes and continued, “The murder scene out in Queens turned out not to be murder. Just a case of extreme pain extraction.”

      Karan—who had folded his arms again— ran a finger over his lips. “So, it was a bhayakara. I had suspected so.”

      Vee turned to face him, folding a knee onto the bend. “So you knew I was going to come up against a bhayakara, and you didn’t bother to give me the heads up? I could have died.” Vee kept her tone even, but her ire had risen at the thought that he could have sent her in armed with a little more information than ‘a demon sucking people dry and leaving them for dead.’

      Karan cast her an impatient glance. “I didn’t know. I suspected. I didn’t want you going in prepared for what I may or may not have suspected would be waiting for you. Besides, you went in wary and expecting anything. I wouldn’t have thought you’d have wanted it any other way.”

      Vee let out a breath and bit onto her lower lip to stop herself from yelling at the man. After taking a long calming breath, Vee looked up at Karan and continued, “I tracked him to the warehouse, and I killed him. Satisfied?”

      Karan smiled and nodded. He leaned forward and slapped his hands onto his thighs. “Just as I expected. You always come through. That’s why you’re my favorite.”

      Vee made a rude sound. “Well, just to be clear, things didn’t go as you’d expected.”

      Karan paused. “You just said you managed to track him down and eliminate him.”

      Eliminate. Such a sanitized word.
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      “I eliminated him, yes. But the other two demons who happened upon me? Who almost relieved me of my warrior Apsara head? I was unfortunately only able to eliminate,” Vee fashioned air quotes in the air as she spoke the word eliminate, “one of them.”

      “Other two demons?” Karan was now at the edge of the park bench, turning to face Vee, his olive skin darkening.

      She nodded, sitting back again with a sigh. She was so tired. Was this what her best years were supposed to feel like? Constant, never-ending direness? “Pey demons. A mated pair from what I saw.”

      “Were they together?” Karan paused as my eyebrows rose. He gave a short shake of his head and said, “I mean with the bhayakara?”

      Vee shrugged. “I didn’t stop to chat. A little in a hurry to prevent the whole-being-ravaged-by-a-pey thing.” Vee let out a long breath and shook her head. “Sorry. Tired.”

      Karan nodded in silence, appearing not to have been affected by her shortness. He spent a few seconds staring off at little floating boats as the sound of laughter and yelling from the children around the pond rose and fell on the chilly morning air, a starkly mundane backdrop to the horror of the New York demon underworld.

      “Let me try and figure out what that means. I didn’t have any Intel on this particular demon working in a group. Do you think this could have been a coincidence?”

      Vee shook her head, frowning as she thought back to the attack of the hellish couple, how they’d moved in utter silence, approached without her even hearing them. “They knew what they were doing. They were coordinated, moved as though each step had been planned. They were either there for the bhayakara or for me.”

      Karan was already nodding, his train of thought meeting Vee’s with little effort. “I will look into it and let you know.” He got to his feet and turned, as if to bid Vee goodbye.

      Scowling, Vee surged to her feet. “That’s all you have to say? I come within an inch of losing my head for good, three times in ten minutes might I add, and all you have to say is you’ll look into it?”

      Karan shifted his gaze to Vee, his eyes now glowing a feline gold. Blood rushed to her head as she registered a sudden silence in the park. She swallowed hard as she turned to scan the area around her. The kids around the pond were frozen in place, hands pointed, mouths open. A little boy, faces scrunched, stared at the scoop of ice cream that was falling from his cone, bound for his feet. Up the hill, a man had thrown a Frisbee, and his cocker spaniel had frozen in mid-jump and was hovering in mid-air, jaw open wide, teeth glinting.

      Behind the park bench a little boy had climbed a tree and was balancing on the branch, one foot in the air. His face was filled with laughter, although a small hint of consternation shadowed his expression.

      Vee turned to the coffee cart, and her heart stilled. A woman carrying a baby was walking past the cart while the last customer was in the process of turning away from Mauro, a cup of steaming coffee in each hand.

      The mother was smiling and whispering to the pink-swaddled infant who was staring up at her, a wide grin on the baby’s face. She remained unaware of the danger.

      Vee turned to stare at Karan, unsure if she should be yelling at him for being so careless or if she should really be wondering if he’d known the danger the mother and child had been about to face.

      “What are you doing,” Vee whispered, afraid that if she spoke too loudly, the frozen time might shatter and people would get hurt.

      Karan, who had been watching the boy in the tree, turned to look at Vee. “The world is so full of unknowns that even when you believe that you see everything around you, you know nothing at all, you are blind.”

      “I don’t understand what you mean. Or what it is you hope to achieve. All I see is someone playing games with the lives of innocent people.” Vee dragged in a rattling breath as her gaze flickered back to the mother and child. “I’ve debriefed you. I was hoping you’d have something constructive to tell me other than to play games with the lives of innocents.” Vee waved her hand at the frozen park, catching sight of the kites overhead. Though mostly still, there was a hint of movement, a flicker of a tail here, an undulation of a wing there.

      Vee’s attention snapped back to Karan—he was surveying the park as if drinking up a stunning view. Heat had built up inside her head so much that she felt her skull was about to explode. Stress, fatigue, and the gods only knew what else, built up the pressure inside her brain. She was about to yell at him to stop this insanity when he shifted his gaze back to her.

      “There has been another murder. But this one is different. It could be connected. I cannot say with any degree of certainty either way. What I do know is that a killer is on the loose, and lives are at stake.” His eyes narrowed as he stared at Vee. “Your life could be at stake. Do not be careless.”

      Vee had opened her mouth to respond but found herself closing it slowly. Then she took a breath. “Scene of the murder?”

      Karan jerked a chin to Vee’s phone. “Already sent. You should get a message soon.” He sighed, and the sound died in the vacuum that surrounded them. “I chose you. Forget my reasons. Consider the choice as having been a task to select the person best suited for the role. Perhaps you have an advantage, and perhaps we need that advantage. But believe me, nobody is exploiting you. At least not for reasons that you yourself would not wholeheartedly agree with.

      “This world…this plane…it’s no longer the place we once loved. Kaliyug is here, and the demon horde has broken free from their chains. I’m helping you, however I can, using whatever means I have at my disposal. I’m sharing information with you, bits and pieces, snippets of whispers on the grapevine that filter to me. I pass what I can verify on to you. I refuse to willingly put you in harm’s way.

      “You are far too valuable in this game. The portal grows with every day, every hour that passes. We cannot be precious or sensitive about our tasks, about what we find ourselves having to do to keep this world safe. The Demon Horde grows stronger every day. And make no mistake, there are entities out there who are just waiting in the shadows for an opportunity to take control of this plane away from the gods. I do what I must. You do what you must.”

      Vee wasn’t sure what to say. His monologue had been lengthy, and she’d been unsure of whether she ought to be asking questions or if she should have gone to help get the woman and her child safely away. She’d remained frozen on the spot, as if she too were caught up in Karan’s web.

      He inclined his head, his expression saying that he wasn’t in the least bit offended that she’d had no decent response to his words. He turned and walked toward the cart and calmly removed the two paper cups from the man’s hands. He set the cups onto the serving counter of the cart and turned on his heel.

      A bird called in the distance and the sound of the wind skimming Vee’s ears almost drowned out the creak of a nearby branch.

      Karan walked across the path, avoiding a jogger whose skin glistened with sweat, and a pair of teenagers whose eyes were focused only on their devices. Vee frowned as she watched him, holding her breath as time began to run again, slowly as if the brakes weren’t strong enough to hold and they were giving a little at a time.

      Vee shook her head, unable to believe the risks Karan had gone to simply to make a point.

      She’d meant to go after him as he walked past her and headed up toward the tree. But she stopped as he paused beneath the branch, then stepped back a foot, as if gauging the distance from the branch to the ground.

      The niggle became a tugging on Vee’s brain.

      Then Karan moved into position below the branch and curved his arms. Just in time. The world righted itself, kids yelled and laughed, and kites bobbed on the icy wind.

      “What the…” the perplexed customer said behind me.

      “Hey, watch it,” growled the mother, a lioness protecting her cub.

      A dog woofed and a man said. “Good boy, Roscoe, good dog.”

      A branch creaked louder until the crack echoed around them when it broke.

      A boy fell from the tree, letting out a shriek.

      He landed in Karan’s arms, staring around him in shock. Karan set the kid on his feet almost instantly. Then he tugged at the hem of his coat, righted himself and strode off down the pathway.

      Before Vee could call out to him, her phone buzzed to alert her that she’d just received a message. She retrieved her cell phone from her pocket and studied the contents of the email. Then she glanced up and scanned the crowd for Karan’s retreating form.

      Her lab work was going to have to wait. She had a crime scene to visit.

      Won’t Monroe be happy.

      As Vee left the park, her mind already focused on the new murder, something Karan had said hit her. He’d said, “That’s why you’re my favorite.”

      Favorite what?

      There were only two options that made sense. She was either Karan’s favorite FBI agent on call twenty-four-seven, or she was his favorite heavenly warrior.

      What in all the gods’ names had he meant by that?

      Were there more Apsaras out there?
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      Karan paced the narrow portion of carpet that bore no pattern. It was an odd habit. One that had not gone unremarked on by his companions. He’d never been comfortable with walking on something created by the hands of another.

      The intricate beauty of hand-woven rugs always reminded him that a human being had slaved over that piece, weaving the threads, assessing the pattern with a level of scrutiny that only a conscious being could afford. He’d be willing to bet that though a computer—in this modern age—would recreate such a piece with perfect accuracy, that it would still lack what a human would give to the art.

      It had something to do with spirit. Karan believed that everything a creative person touched, a sculptor, an artist, a dress designer, they all created out of a passion that was inherent to them, almost like a song sung to their own individual tune. No two people could create something that mirrored the other to perfection. Even the greatest forgers had a specific style unique to them. So unique in fact, that specialist could identify those particular habits and recognize the artwork as a reproduction by a particular forger with a mere glance.

      Karan had been fascinated by art and the art world. Though he’d been sent to perform an arduous task, his eye had wandered—he’d never admit it—to the art of humanity. Often, he’d wonder if art was the essence of the spirit. Artists toil to bring their work to life. Often not merely for money or for accolades, simply to bring out that inherent need or desire within themselves that seeks the light, that desires freedom.

      Some people would consider an artist a selfish person, in that their service is to their art as opposed to a business or for the greater good. But Karan had never seen it that way. The goddess Laxmi, mother of light, was also the goddess of music, art, and dance. Was it any wonder that those talents were the abilities the goddess of light, the goddess of personal wealth, sought out?

      He heaved a great sigh and stopped his pacing. He knew what had gotten him so restless. His meeting with the Apsara Vaishnavi in Central Park had not gone as he had hoped.

      He had slipped up, said something to her that had made her wonder. He had come to New York with one task—to help guide the apsara toward her destiny. But knowing she was in danger made him feel edgy. He wished he had an army at his command which he could charge with her protection. But he could not make a move. He could not alert those few who would wish to harm her.

      They had been through this all before. Such a long time ago that it had begun to seem like a myth. A story of their past that they were beginning to forget. This world was not made for the gods, and yet here they remained until they could enter their own realm again. The time would come, Karan was sure if it. But he had little idea as to when that will be.

      A knock on the door drew his attention and a demon was ushered inside.

      “Carl,” Karan called out. “What do you have for me?”

      Carl was Karan’s contact deep within the demon army. Unbeknownst to the gods—not to mention humanity—the Demon Horde was amassing far faster than expected.

      “I have some information on a sub-sect of the New York Demonic Horde Assembly—the peys,” the man said as he handed over a file. “They haven’t officially broken away, but they are performing as an independent battalion.”

      “What kind of risk do they pose to our mission?” Karan asked, suspicious now in light of the covert attack on Vee by a pair of pey demons.

      Carl tilted his head, his startling fuchsia eyes gleaming. “I’m not sure if they do at all. They seem to be functional and self-dependent. As a whole, they aren’t a danger to either the Demonic Horde or to our goals. The reason I’m mentioning it to you is that this particular sect is mother goddess worshippers. I know from my contacts that their priests have repeatedly attempted to summon the goddess. I don’t know they have ever been successful but that is of a concern to you, I believe?”

      That was not a piece of news that Karan wanted to hear. Had they succeeded in receiving Parvathi’s attention, things could definitely go sideways for the gods. Should Parvathi align herself with the demons, there was no turning back from that. But Karan needed to get a little more information on if she’d ever had any dealings with them before he pointed suspicion in her direction.

      Karan nodded and began to pace again. Carl was a mild-mannered man, not overly eager. As a mole he’d turned out well, a demon with a human wife and two halfling children, merely seeking to ensure the safety of his family in the greater scheme of things. Karan supported his wife and children while Carl went undercover for him.

      Until now, Carl had been his sole source of information from within the Horde. Even Cassandra hadn’t budged on information. He suspected he’d need to pay the scorpion goddess another visit sometime soon, but he put that in the back of his mind.

      “So, what can I go on that is concrete?”

      “That murder in Manhattan, I just heard more about it come through. It’s a horrific scene. The police are fearing the worst.”

      “And the Horde Assembly?

      “They don’t deem it important.”

      “And this sub-cult?”

      “They are all smiling happy people at the moment. Things seem to be going according to Ishanie’s plans.”

      Karan nodded. He didn’t want to hear that something else had happened that he’d need to send Vaishnavi to investigate. Despite her abilities, she was making herself all too vulnerable by putting herself in harm’s way.

      He’d seen the images in her mind, the ones of the man who was following her. She hadn’t told him as much though. Perhaps she didn’t believe the events to be connected. Or perhaps she felt as though she wanted to deal with the problem herself. Or perhaps she didn’t want to believe that someone was after her. The Apsara was an unusual creature, strong, powerful, knowledgeable, and yet she held herself back with such intensity that it worried Karan. If she lost her focus, he’d have to think of something else to do to help her.

      Karan looked over at Carl who’d removed a small device from his pocket and was busy tapping at the screen. “Carl. Can you get Nate to bring the car around? I want to meet my agent at the scene of the crime.”

      “Very well, sir.”

      The man left the room, and Karan gritted his teeth. She won’t be happy to see him, but he needed to ensure she was informed of the possible danger to her life.

      Karan only hoped that it would not be too late. Things were far from what they appeared to be right now.

      And Karan had a distinct suspicion it was going to get far worse.
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      Vee headed out of Central Park, sending the details Karan had emailed to her on to Brent. She’d requested a warrant ASAP, to which he’d replied with ‘On it,’ which Vee knew meant he’d have the paperwork sorted and emailed to the relevant parties within the hour.

      He’d followed with a second message that annoyed her, and yet did not surprise her.

      The traffic cams in the vicinity of the warehouse hadn’t picked up a thing. Probably because the demons had been smart enough to jump from location to location.

      Vee stepped toward the curb and flagged down a cab. Her mind remained focused on Karan, his freezing of time, his passionate response to her criticism, the calm way that he’d passed on the next case to her, not to mention his little hint that she may not be the only Apsara around.

      She snorted as she thought about the number of other things about the man that both frustrated and fascinated her. A cab finally slowed and drew to a stop for her. She pulled open the door only to be dosed with a blast of comfortingly warm air with a side of ear-shatteringly loud rap music.

      Vee winced as she slid inside, pulling her bag off her body. She had placed the satchel on the floor at her feet and was about to tell the guy to turn it down when he turned and greeted her with a broad smile that made his eyes twinkle. Her cab driver was a cheerful old Japanese man, and she didn’t have the heart to yell at him. More so when she saw the photos of what must have been his brood of grandkids, all hanging from the top of the windshield like bunting.

      She smiled back and raised her voice to give him the address, then settled back, pulling the beanie off her head and stuffing it onto her bag. As soon as she was able to block out the angry lyrics of the current song, her thoughts pulled straight to Karan again.

      She realized that she really ought to stop questioning him. She had long since accepted that she’d never be able to fully trust him. Full disclosure was not something he was capable of. He drip-fed her information, both about current cases and about himself and why he’d chosen Vee. Not to mention the issue of where he was getting his information from.

      But the one thing that stuck with Vee though—the thought swirling within her head, threatening to make her dizzy—was his implication that there were others like her.

      Other Apsaras.

      Vee’s mother, though a daughter from a strong Apsara line, had not been gifted with the kind of powers Vee possessed. Devi’s ability was of a calming, more empathetic type, nothing in the vein of Vee’s destructive abilities.

      Not to mention the wings.

      Vee’s own existence implied that it was possible there were others out there, and the idea that she was not alone lifted her spirits. Until she realized that it was possible that Karan had just meant she was the FBI agent he was most partial to.

      She wished she was able to figure the man out.

      “You know, when a goat is staring you straight in the eye, you can do one of three things, yell loudly and frighten it away, stare it down and get head-butted for your troubles, or turn and run—”

      “Which would result in being head-butted in the ass,” Vee murmured softly, her voice drowned out by the rap music to which her cabdriver bobbed his head. She smiled and glanced over at Radha—or rather her ghost, since Vee still wasn’t entirely sure she was real. “Yeah. Heard that one before, Ma.”

      Radha smiled and nodded her approval. Today the ghost wore a deep red silk sari, a bright red dot on her forehead. Vee shook her head and said, “You do know that nobody has ever had any clue as to what that means. Every time you quoted it people would roll their eyes and smile.”

      The apparition grinned, her white teeth gleaming as a ray of sunshine caught them as the driver took a right at the intersection.

      Radha looked over at Vee. “Sometimes people like to tell themselves that a thing is too hard to do, to be, to understand. It’s usually because they already know the answer but won’t allow themselves to admit it.”

      Vee stared at the old woman, both marveling at how she glowed in the sunlight, and annoyed at her non-answer. She shook her head. “What is that?” she asked, her attention suddenly drawn back to the red bindi on Radhima’s forehead.

      “What is what, dear? You are going to have to be a little more specific than that.” The apparition’s answer was serene.

      Vee raised her finger and began to point it at Radhima’s forehead. Belatedly, she realized where she was and held her hand low on her lap, though her finger still pointed at the ghost’s face. “That. What’s it doing on your forehead.”

      “Oh,” Radhima answered giving a soft laugh. “My bindi.” She inhaled slowly and shifted to look Vee in the eye.

      In that moment, Vee felt the warmth radiating from her grandmother, although a part of her mind swore that it was only the sunshine streaming through the window and heating up the back of the already warm car.

      It occurred to Vee that each time she held these conversations with this figment of her imagination, Vee herself seemed to fall into a sort of natural acceptance that the vision was real. She should stop doing that, or else she’d confirm to herself that she was nuts.

      “My mother once told me something in the days before I was married. She said that a woman’s laughter is like the sound of birdsong. That a woman’s love is like peace for the soul, and that a woman’s life is her only true possession, one that can never be taken from her. The world may see a woman as an extension of her husband. They may take her visible claim on her marriage,” Radhima pointed at the bright spot of red on her forehead, “from her when he leaves this plane. But nobody can control the one true fact that a woman is the embodiment of life. Unless we choose to stoop to utter barbarism, nobody can take that life power from her. Do you know what the red bindi is a representation of?”

      Vee was startled by the sudden question. She’d been lulled by Radhima’s voice, by her beautiful words, and the inquiry jolted her from what she discovered had been a place of peace. Vee cleared her throat. “A representation of marriage. Something about the goddess Laxmi. Fertility? Being the light of the household?” Vee shrugged, running out of responses.

      “And who do you think created those rules. The gods? Would a god have decreed such a thing?” The old woman shook her head. “Those who choose to negate a woman’s claim on her husband’s estate, those who wish to destroy the power she’d once held as his consort, they are ones who sought to instill that barbaric ritual.”

      “But you wore the bindi all through your marriage. And you allowed them to remove it when Babaji died?” The longer Vee spoke, the more uncertain she felt. Radhima was turning everything Vee had known about her past on its head.

      Radhima smiled and stared out of the window for a moment. When she looked back at Vee, her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “There was a good reason behind my mother’s advice. She was giving me the tools to live a life as a strong woman…a strong woman who had to pretend to the world her entire life.”

      Vee frowned and sat back. She wanted to laugh it off, make a joke and change the topic. Her grandmother’s words made her uncomfortable, and she sensed the natural social urge to protect herself from the truth. But that was cowardly. She’d be disrespecting Radhima by making light of her pain.

      Vee said the only thing that she could think of. “Do you want to talk about it?” Vee felt tears burn her eyes and she swallowed against the tightening in her throat.

      The old woman smiled and shook her head. “That is not the conversation we are having now, child.” She inhaled slowly and looked up at the sky. “I understood much later in life what my mother had meant. You see, nobody owns the birdsong. Perhaps the bird is caged, but its music is free to dance on the wind, to make people smile. Our birdsong is the song of our hearts, our creativity, our literal voice, our art. Even caged, we can still make ourselves heard.”

      Vee’s ears were ringing. The reality of what her grandmother was saying was hitting her hard. She had to force herself to breathe, to listen as Radhima continued, “A woman’s love? It can only be had when her partner has traveled the right journey, conquering ego, uplifting selflessness, giving freedom. A woman’s life? It’s the one thing nobody can take from you.”

      The back of the cab was steeped in silence for a few moments until Vee said, “What about a woman’s body…her physical self?”

      “Physical life?” Radhima tilted her head to study Vee. “Physical form, yes? That can be beaten down. But not your inner essence. That’s yours no matter what happens to your physical self. Even through great trauma, one’s inner essence remains within us. We just have to find our way back. I won’t say the journey is ever easy, but we do what we must to go home,” she said, patting below her sternum—at the point of the solar plexus chakra.

      The cab rolled to a stop and Vee peered out at the address, reaching for her bag. Her eyes widened at the sight of the red carpet and the gold plaque set into gray stone beside the entrance. She raised her eyebrows and turned to share her surprise with her grandmother when she realized that she was alone.

      Radhima was gone. Vee sat back, stunned, deflated. She’d been speaking to the ghost—apparition—for all this time and she’d totally forgotten that the old woman wasn’t even real. And yet she’d felt real. And Vee wasn’t thinking about the warmth that had emanated from her body from time to time.

      No. It had been more than that.

      “You’re a fortunate young woman,” a high, crackly voice said from the front of the cab.

      Vee snapped her attention to the driver—who had twisted around in his seat and was facing her— and frowned at his words. She didn’t feel particularly fortunate right now. Still, she shook her head, confused as she waited for him to elaborate. “Good spirits don’t often visit us, you know. If she’s coming to you and she’s been kind and loving, then you know she’s here for a reason other than to do you harm.” The old man smiled and winked. As if that was going to make her feel better.

      Vee tilted forward, still frowning. “You saw her.”

      He nodded. “When you live a long life like I have, you tend to see a lot of strange things.”

      You can say that again.

      Vee glanced back at the empty space beside her. “I thought I was imagining her,” she murmured.

      The driver shrugged. “If that was the case, I’d say that imagination of yours is very strong.”

      The things Vee’s grandmother had said had been illuminating. And yet it made her realize something. Vee now had information she could take to her mother. A fact about Radhima’s life that she’d never been told. A piece of the past that Radha’s daughter no doubt knew.

      A tiny part of Vee’s mind asked what she would do if it turned out that Mom knew nothing about her mother’s marital discontent.

      Vee suppressed a sigh. She had no choice but to speak to her mother now. After what the apparent apparition had just revealed, Vee owed it to herself and to her ghostly gran, to confirm once and for all if she was real.

      Though the cab-driver’s confirmation should have been enough, she still needed her mother’s response to what Radhima had revealed.

      Because if Vee’s figment-of-imagination grandmother was really Radhima come back to the land of the living, Vee was going to have an epic meltdown.
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      As Vee entered the hotel room—or suite if she wanted to be specific—she grimaced. Her nostrils were assailed with the scent of blood. The apartment itself was cloyingly hot—despite the cold outside—the sun had just passed its zenith and was at the perfect angle to light up the room. The brightness only highlighted the white-on-white decor within the plush suite.

      Vee dug inside her messenger bag for a pair of bootees and latex gloves. She slipped the coverings onto her shoes and then—as she strode further into the room—drew the latex gloves on.

      Crime scene techs and police officers milled around the front living room, hands, and shoes also protected. A few shifted their attention to her as she entered, their spines stiff as if ready to tell her to get lost. She waved a gloved hand and drew her jacket aside, revealing the FBI badge and gun on her belt.

      The sight of the badge turned a few expressions sour, but not everyone appeared to be entirely hating her. She had a few people on the local force who respected her enough to at least greet her with a modicum of civility. She greeted the room and kept walking past a feature table that lay on its side, a large brass bowl toppled over with white roses and carnations strewn across a patch of wet carpet. Thick cream pile covered the floor, and white and gold marble end-tables were scattered around the large space. All the furniture was white leather or expensive fake fur or hand-woven wool.

      Its pristine condition was destroyed by the streak of blood on the far wall, and a large oval shaped bloodstain on the carpet near the windows. A pair of double doors opened to Vee’s left, and from the low hum of voices, she figured that was the location of the murder. Vee walked over to the inner doorway, and entered right into a middle of an argument, their huddle blocking the view of the victim on the gigantic bed beyond them.

      The three cops embroiled in some sort of turf argument all turned to look at Vee who stood serenely on the threshold. Detective Andrea Monroe stood closest to Vee, and for once she didn’t ignore her. The two other detectives didn’t appear to know Vee. Which could work in Vee’s favor.

      Or not.

      Monroe strode toward Vee and held out a latex-gloved hand. Vee raised an eyebrow and looked at her hand, then took it and gave it a short shake. Whatever the woman was up to, Vee decided she’d enjoy the semblance of professional courtesy Monroe was currently affording her.

      “Agent Shankar, glad you could make it.” Monroe smiled, though the expression didn’t seem to meet her eyes.

      And Vee had a strong feeling that the detective’s bad attitude was not directed at Vee herself. Monroe turned to the waiting men and strode off without a word. Assuming Monroe had meant for her to follow, Vee hurried after her.

      She scanned the room as she went. Large, at least ten times the standard size of a double bedroom, cream wool carpeted the floor, deep mahogany furniture completing the plush expensive decor. Floor-to-ceiling drapery graced the right-hand wall—which consisted of one giant window— and was currently flung wide open. Allowing the sun to stream inside. Had Vee been in charge she would have shut the curtains, especially knowing what heat did to biological evidence. Surely Monroe knew that.

      She came to a stop in front of the two detectives. Both had already begun speaking, but Vee lifted a hand, cutting them off. “Can we get those drapes closed, please? Before the biological evidence degrades?”

      Monroe raised her hands in the air and then dropped them. “That’s exactly what I’ve been trying to tell them, but they refuse to listen.”

      Vee shifted her attention to the two men. “And why exactly is that?”

      “This is our jurisdiction,” said the first detective, poking his thumbs into his belt loops. He wore a pale pink shirt, unbuttoned to reveal a tanned chest covered in a thick layer of chest hair, a fat gold chain gleaming around his neck. His hair was cut short, military style, and his shoulders were muscled. He wore dark chinos and cowboy boots, which he hadn’t bothered to protect.

      His partner on the other hand—dark-suited and elegant—was so pretty Vee had to force her jaw to close. Startlingly blue eyes, thick hair cut long on top to grace his chin, short and sensible at the back. High cheekbones, full lips, firm chin, all making Vee peg him as Middle Eastern, Persian or something East Asian. He stood there, watching her watch him, his stance wide, his eyes devoid of emotion.

      Neither man introduced themselves.

      “Jurisdiction or not, you clearly do not understand the concept of preserving the evidence.” Vee reached into her messenger bag and withdrew two more pairs of bootees. Handing them over she said, “I’m sure that should you win the argument over jurisdiction—which you likely won’t because Monroe is Special Victims and you guys just want to make things difficult—you will ultimately want to catch the killer. To do so, you will require evidence. Viable evidence. The sun coming in through those windows is turning this place into an oven.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Vee could see Monroe opening her mouth.

      Vee didn’t allow the detective to speak. “I’m absolutely confident that my associate Detective Monroe here knows procedure. So, can I assume that it is you two detectives who saw fit to ignore protocol?” Hands now on her hips, Vee looked over at Man Chest, who stared at her, features schooled—so he was good at this—and then turned to look at Pretty Boy who let out a soft hiss of breath.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she caught movement as Monroe waved at a tech to close the drapes. Within a few seconds, the drapes drew shut and the room was filled with bright light from an expensive chandelier that probably cost as much as it had to decorate the whole suite itself

      Vee knew that she’d made an impression when she’d entered. And not a good one. The men shared a glance that spoke volumes, their lips turning up in a pair of matching smirks. “Something amusing you, detectives?” Vee asked. She was beginning to lose her patience with their insolent stares.

      Neither of the men were interested in her words. They were both staring at the front of her shirt where her boobs were currently stretching the buttons because of her hands-on-the-hips stance. She usually had her jacket buttoned, but with the stifling heat within the apartment, she’d instinctively and unconsciously released the buttons at some point.

      Vee wasn’t prudish by any means, but the outright rudeness and disrespect of these two men had her head burning up. Time to flip the two assholes.

      “She’s here because she got a call. And I don’t mean just-a-call.” Monroe thrust a thumb in Vee’s direction. “When she gets a call, you know it’s from high up in the food-chain. Sorry guys. I would have loved to fight you on this—and win—but if I know one thing, that package of tits and ass already has a warrant to take over this case. You two may as well skulk back to your precinct and cry on your captain’s shoulder.”

      Vee tried hard not to smile as she shared a glance with Monroe. “Ass too?”

      Monroe nodded, then jerked her chin at Pretty Boy.

      Vee lifted her eyebrows, pursing her lips in disgust as she looked back at them. “Are you two still here?”

      Man Chest took a step forward, sticking his face close to Vee’s. She merely smiled and said, “You do know that’s not a threat, right?”

      His eyebrows scrunched.

      “You. Shoving your face in mine. Showing me how strong you are. Threatening me with your height and your physique and your manliness.” Vee moved her hand, cupping her fingers in position. “Show me more of your power, detective. Because I’ll be happy to show you mine.”

      Just as Vee glanced pointedly at her hand, Monroe let out a decidedly unladylike bark of laughter. “Gianni, she’s got you by the cojones. Literally.”
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      Monroe curtailed her laughter, likely taking the dead woman into consideration, and Vee wasn’t amused to find Man Chest’s—or Gianni’s—partner grinning widely.

      Meanwhile, Gianni stepped away from Vee’s cupped hand and readjusted his pants. As if that would change anything.

      Vee moved around the men and ignored them as she turned to study the bed. Likely the biggest bed she’d ever seen, it was covered in a silk duvet that had once been a delicate cream color. Matching silk sheets and pillowcases bore a randomly patterned combination of dull red and cream.

      A setting more for romance than murder.

      Vee shifted to the bedside, studying the victim’s body, which was a strangely gray, almost ashen color—a sure sign of an extreme lack of blood. The victim lay with her torso hanging over the edge of the bed. Vee crouched down beside the victim and inspected the woman’s throat. It had been clawed open in one swift move, after which it appeared the woman’s blood had been extracted. Vee didn’t need to access her aural reading skills to know that.

      “Victim’s name?” Vee asked without looking over her shoulder.

      “Victim checked in under the name Susie Ling. New York driver’s license. Looks like she was a gossip columnist for a local rag. We’re following up on the address on the license.”

      Behind Monroe, Pretty Boy was saying, “So what does the FBI want with a New York serial killer case? He hasn’t crossed state lines anyway.”

      Vee shifted and looked over her shoulder at him, to find him staring—very pointedly—at her ass. She rose to her feet and turned to face him. “I didn’t get your name?”

      “Detective Hasif.” He extended a hand, revealing very well-manicured fingernails.

      Vee gave his fingers a dirty look and met his eyes. “Okay, Detective Hasif. Firstly, how is it that you are so sure this case doesn’t cross state lines? And secondly, what makes you think that the FBI only deals with crimes that cross state lines.”

      Hasif lifted one finger, his eyes flicking to Vee’s cleavage for a few moments before he spoke. “Because we’ve been tracking this case for the last four months and nothing indicates that the killer strays too far from this particular area.”

      “And you came to that conclusion how?” Vee asked.

      “Sorry, Agent Shankar. That’s privileged information.” He smirked.

      The man was getting on Vee’s nerves. For all his beauty, he was just as much a misogynist as his distasteful partner. Vee paused. That was a bit of a prejudiced thought. The man was an asshole, but having a beautiful face never once guaranteed the owner a beautiful personality or heart.

      Vee let out a long breath. “My warrant says it’s not.”

      “I haven’t seen a warrant, Shankar.” Gianni had finally decided to jump into the battle, although Vee noticed that the man remained on the other side of his partner, as far away from her as possible.

      “If you check your emails you will,” she said with a sweet smile. Or what she hoped was a sweet smile. Inside herself, the smile she gave them was nothing short of demonic.

      There was a long pause before Monroe took a step closer. “Gentlemen. This is a closed crime scene. I’m leaving too, so I’ll be happy to escort you out.”

      The two men stared at each other, weighing their options. Gianni snorted and snagged his cell phone from his pocket. A few swipes later, he looked up and gave Vee a filthy glare, his lip curling in a snarl. “She’s telling the truth. I got a copy of the warrant forty minutes ago.”

      Vee didn’t say a word. She wasn’t above crowing—particularly with these two louts—but she wanted the men out of the room as soon as possible. The heat would not only damage the integrity of the biological samples, not to mention it would also be affecting the strength and clarity of the auras she intended to read.

      The two detectives spent a minute hesitating until Vee sighed and turned away from them. As she stared at the victim, Vee said, “Do you need help finding the exit, boys? Monroe offered, but I need her advice on something, so we’ll get someone else to help.”

      Hasif sputtered. “She’s staying?” Looking over at him, Vee lifted an eyebrow and gave a sharp nod. She hadn’t looked at Monroe once, and now hoped the detective would play along. “This is our jurisdiction. You can’t toss us out of here and then allow Monroe to stay.” His voice held an almost whiny quality that set her nerves on edge.

      Vee forced herself to concentrate, then walked around the bed to inspect the feet of the woman who was currently splayed across the mattress, her guts ripped open. The fact that they were having a power struggle while this poor woman’s body cooled was distasteful.

      She glanced up at the two men. “I’ve worked with Monroe on Special Victims cases before. And if she looks at my tits and ass, she doesn’t make it as obvious as the two of you. Even if I had the power to keep you two on, I wouldn’t because you have disrespected me from the moment I walked into the room.”

      Vee paused to draw her camera from her pocket and take two photos, one of the woman’s neck which revealed strange bruises, and the other of the wound in her neck that confirmed Vee’s suspicion of the killer’s species.

      She still hadn’t heard them leave. “Oh, and this is a closed investigation. I’ve already subpoenaed all your files on the case going back however long you’ve had this killer on your radar.”

      Both men’s mouths opened, and Gianni’s jaw clenched as he launched himself at her. “Not a step closer, Gianni.” Monroe jerked her head at the door to the room. “If you know what’s best for you, you’ll leave now. You don’t want to take her on. She’s got balls the size of Texas.”

      “That much is clear.” Gianna spat the words and Vee glanced up at him. “Crime scene fellas. Please endeavor to keep your biological substances—sputum included—to yourselves. I’d ask for a mask for you but since you’re leaving...”

      Monroe ushered the two men outside, but Vee was no longer paying attention. The whole discussion and argument with them had been tiring. She encountered men like them all the time, the ones who believed women were mere possessions, who thought women to be beneath them, who refused to accept a female in charge of them.

      Good thing they were gone then.

      The outer door slammed closed, and seconds later Monroe returned, coming to Vee’s side. “Why’d you keep me on?” When Vee said nothing, Monroe huffed. “Even if it was just to stick it to those two dick-heads, I’m happy.”

      Vee shook her head. “It wasn’t.” Then she paused and grinned. “Well, it was, kinda. But I do need you.”

      Vee looked around at the crime scene techs. Monroe answered before Vee could ask the question. “They’re ours.”

      “Good. Then they’ll know where to send the evidence samples.”

      Monroe nodded, well used to Vee’s requests that half the evidence be sent on to Vee’s own lab at Shankar Industries so she could work on them herself—that was, of course, only when she hadn’t been able to obtain her own.

      Vee gave a short nod and turned away to study the body. “I’m going to need some space and privacy.”

      One of the forensics techs—most likely new—gasped. “We can’t leave the crime scene unattended. Not until everything is bagged and tagged.”

      Vee turned and waved them off. “Don’t worry. I just need space for a few minutes. You’ll have me in your sights the entire time.”

      Though still hesitant and sending her suspicious looks, the forensics techs got to their feet and walked over to the door. One stopped on the threshold. “This far enough?”

      Vee smiled. “Plenty. And I promise I won’t take too much of your time.” For a moment, Vee felt like an animal in a circus, about to do some amazing trick to impress the audience.

      Monroe stood a few feet back having settled into the pattern she and Vee had used over the last few months. Monroe now took up position about ten yards away, giving Vee enough space to work, to study the body and everything else that had happened. This was the part Vee dreaded.

      The part where she watched a murder happen in real time.

      The auras of the two cops, both a combination of dark green and brown, made a straight path to the position in which Vee had found them when she’d arrived. Neither of the men had been here before Monroe, so she’d been the one to secure the scene. Monroe’s aura showed her entering and studying the body from a million angles.

      As Vee stared at the aural patterns, she focused on those of the woman and one other person who, to Vee, appeared to be the intruder. The green-and-black aural image described a person of at least six-foot-five and of a large physique. Darker, almost red-black streaks within the image made her stomach tighten.

      Karan had been right. This was a demon attack. But even knowing what the perpetrator was, didn’t ease Vee’s concern. It was what had really happened to the victim that Vee had to watch. And knowing already that it was going to be bad made her want to turn and run off.

      Big bad FBI agent huh?
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      Reading crime scenes had never been easy.

      In fact, it had always been tough, not that Vee had been doing this gig for so long. But watching a person’s death—however fractal the aural patterns could make the scene—had always made the experience painful. Over time, she’d learned to keep her emotions in check, to control her expression and be professional.

      The problem was, Vee was the type of person who disliked horror movies—she’d have to watch most of it with half-closed lids and shut her eyes whenever she thought something awful was about to happen.

      And she was also the person who would bawl her eyes out when watching a sad scene on TV.

      Her emotional reactions were at total odds with her job, and she knew it all too well.

      So, standing by and watching a person get ripped apart—even when the images were a lot like watching people on an infrared camera affected by bad static—was always painful and frustrating. It made Vee feel helpless, made her feel as though she needed to go find the killer right then and administer the same treatment to him.

      Now she took a deep breath and forced herself to concentrate, to put her emotions aside and focus.

      Vee stared at the body, her vision blurring for the briefest second. Soon the room shifted in color and was filled with patterns of auras all meshed into each other. Fresh aural imprints were intertwined with those from earlier in the day, and Vee had to spend a few moments sifting through them.

      One at a time, she studied an imprint then removed it from her vision. If she had to describe it in a physical way, it would be as if she’d lightened or erased a single person’s aura the way you’d adjust images in photo-manipulation software.

      The only problem was that Vee had to work backward, sifting through the intertwined strands, studying them and then lifting them away from her vision. She could still see them all, but somehow her brain had decided that she could switch that particular aura off until she was done studying the scene.

      She sifted through and ticked off the forensic people, then the policemen, Monroe and then Gianni and Hasif. Her vision was now less filled with auras, and she was able to concentrate better. She chose then to look at earlier in the day and remove those who were not suspects.

      The cleaning crew of three had come in mid-morning, and from what Vee saw the company needed a good raise. The three women were very thorough.

      At check-in time, the victim arrived alone, and had been brought up to the suite. Her aura was cool, revealing her confidence and unworried mood. She was levelheaded, not the kind of person prone to bursting out into song or profanity. She toured the rooms, guided by the porter.

      Not much later, she ordered a meal using the bedroom phone then changed into what Vee assumed were more comfortable clothing. The aura suggested soft, loose-fitting pants and an oversized tee. Then she headed to the lounge and curled up to watch TV until her food arrived. While she ate, the demon appeared. He’d materialized near the windows and had hidden behind the long drapes, his position beyond Susie’s field of vision.

      Vee frowned, unsure now of how the man had gained access as her vision confirmed that the door to the hotel suite had remained locked. A sinking feeling filled her stomach, and Vee swallowed hard against it. The magical entrance meant only one thing. Karan had been right about the nature of the killer.

      He’d watched and waited until Susie finished her meal and headed for the bathroom where she drew a bath and undressed, removing something—perhaps a necklace—from around her neck, dropping it onto the countertop.

      The gold aura glinted again as the chain shifted; the victim had placed it too close to the edge of the counter. The chain moved again, unspooling as it was pulled over the edge and dropped inside something that sat beside the sink. Vee made a note to check that with Monroe.

      She focused on the demon now, whose aura shifted, edged with blues and whites which implied he’d pulled a glamor over his form, perhaps to make himself invisible.

      The intruder took a glance at those corners, then slipped inside the bathroom to stand beside the door as the victim readied herself for a night in. From the strength and size of the aura, Vee had to guess that it could belong to either a gigantic wrestler with a fever, or one of a powerful demon species.

      Vee waited as she watched the aura of the killer. He’d entered the bathroom, the gigantic space larger than some homes, with separate cubicles for two toilets and a double sink and counter almost two yards long. Much of the bathroom was carpeted, and from the bloodstains on white pile near the tub, Vee suspected his attack was imminent. The bedroom had begun to darken, providing plenty of shadows and dark corners within which to lurk.

      Susie’s aura shifted between colors which Vee guessed was her mood relaxing from the soak in the tub. To interpret the finer details of a person’s aura, Vee would have to spend a large amount of time with that person, to study their possible moods and make guesses as to the colors and how they related to the person’s mood and emotions. For now, she could only assume, but she was making educated guesses nonetheless.

      When Susie was done, she rose from the water and wrapped herself within a towel. She stepped from the bath and began to dry her body before pulling on a bathrobe. She faced the mirror, and was brushing out her wet hair when the demon’s aura shivered and changed, her aura darkened as she caught sight of his reflection in the mirror before her.

      The demon attacked, encircling her neck with his arm. She struggled, flailing and grabbing aimlessly at him but she had no power against him whatsoever.

      A flare of darker astral lines caught Vee’s attention as Susie grabbed onto the faucet—the only thing she could hold onto. The demon had pulled hard, and Susie’s desperate grip broke, ripping open a fingernail as well. The bleeding at the wound, though minor, had caused the glowing. Evidence that the forensics people had missed. Though it was likely that they hadn’t gotten to the bathroom yet to look for evidence.

      The demon dragged her back a few feet from the stain on the carpet—which Vee could see beyond her vision of the shifting auras.

      Susie’s struggles continued, and she managed to grab hold of the demon’s ear, pulling hard. Vee made a note to have forensics check beneath Susie’s fingernails for DNA—demon DNA of course, but Vee still needed to confirm.

      The demon’s aura changed suddenly, his imprint darkening with rage or pain or both. Much of Vee’s observations were left up to interpretation, and she supposed that the demon’s fluctuation in aural color could also have meant arousal or fear, but in the context of what she was witnessing, her gut told her it wasn’t.

      Reacting to Susie’s attack, the demon punched her in the head and swung her around. She flailed like a rag doll and hit the carpeted floor. But there was a strength in her that Vee admired, and she watched as the woman tried to get back onto her feet.

      Vee wasn’t sure what Susie had thought she could do against the attacking demon, but the woman must have been desperate to get away, to fend him off.

      It was hopeless.

      As Susie rose to her knees, preparing to boost herself to her feet, the demon swung a hand at her neck. And spilled her blood onto the floor.

      The aura of the lifeblood shimmered with white fractal patterns as it gushed, as Susie grabbed her throat. Blood seeped from her wound, dripping past her fingers and falling onto the carpet and matched up perfectly with the large stain.

      The demon wasn’t wasting time. He grabbed for an ankle and dragged Susie into the bedroom, stopping only when he reached the bed. Fluctuations in Susie’s aural patterns implied a range of emotions that Vee assumed ran from terror, anger, shame, and helplessness.

      Still, the woman didn’t just lie there waiting to die. She got to her feet, managing to stand despite the blood loss. But her attempt to flee failed as the demon smashed his fist onto the back of her head and she sank to the ground weakened by the blow. He didn’t give her time to move, just grabbed her and tossed her onto the bed where she moaned and tried to roll over. His blatant disregard for her made Vee wonder if he believed she was not worth the effort.

      The demon lunged for Susie who scrambled backward on the bed, but the demon was on her in half a second, moving so fast Vee suspected he’d done a partial jump. As he swiped at her, Vee confirmed his species.

      A pey.

      To encounter a second pey demon within the same twelve-hour period was highly unusual.

      Worse yet, here he was murdering a woman in a high-profile neighborhood. It was almost as if he was acting without forethought, without planning.

      Vee focused on his movements as he attacked the victim, shredding her abdomen and moving over her to feed at her neck. Fueled perhaps by adrenaline, the woman bucked against him hard and tried to move away. The movement brought her to the edge of the bed, but the demon was still in control, feeding on her until her strength began to wane. Vee swallowed as she watched Susie’s aural patterns fluctuate and fade at the point of her death.

      Vee had stiffened as the demon got to his feet and stalked into the front room. Her focus had been on the aural patterns in the bedroom during the attack, so when the demon exited the room to be confronted by another person, it was a surprise.

      Vee would have come across the aura of the newcomer eventually, but to now see that there was another victim in this crime was a shock. She’d suspected as much considering the attack had happened in the bathroom, and the woman had been dead on the bed within seconds, no time for the demon to take her out to the living room and attack her there—especially to justify the blood in the living room. Despite Susie’s best attempts at escape, she’d been overpowered with no hope of surviving.

      Now, Vee watched as the demon stared down the visitor who was much smaller in size than Susie, appearing to be another slight-built woman or a teenager.

      The person backed away, bumped into something, probably the central feature table that Vee had seen when she’d entered. This was how it was knocked over.

      The demon lunged at the victim, swiping hard at the neck area, likely using his long, curved claws. The trajectory of the swipe sent blood spurting in a wide arc resulting in the spatter patterns on the wall and picture window behind the victim.

      Still, it appeared that the attacker hadn’t killed the victim. Vee was about to forward through the aural pattern when she paused. Something was strange about the person’s aura, a strong glow of fractal patterns in the abdominal area. Vee concentrated on the looping swirls of color but already had a suspicion about the glow as she honed in on the shimmering pale blue and gold lines.

      The second victim was a woman, and she was carrying a child.
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      Vee’s stomach churned.

      The demon paused, hovering over the woman and Vee had to wonder if he’d also realized that the woman was pregnant. His attack stopped, and he knelt before the victim whose aura implied pure terror.

      Her hands lay over her abdomen, and Vee felt almost ill when she recalled that the pey had attacked Susie with a blow to the gut first. Had he done the same with this unknown victim, she’d have lost her child instantly.

      But the pey seemed to have ceased his attack, waving at her to get to her feet. She obeyed, seeming to not have the same ability to resist as Susie had, which again implied that the woman was much younger or probably just not as strong as Susie.

      It also explained what had given Susie such strength to fight back; she’d known the other woman was coming to see her. Vee had noticed that the second woman had entered the apartment alone, probably with a second key from the front desk. Which could mean Susie had had an arrangement with the hotel for a key for a second guest.

      The demon closed in on the woman and wrapped his arms around her. Then both the aural patterns vanished.

      In the second before the demon jumped the victim away, Vee caught the golden glint of something at the woman’s neck. It was possible that she too had worn some sort of gold jewelry, which from its aural patterns had a high chance of being made of the same metal as the one she’d seen Susie drop onto the bathroom counter.

      Vee took a shuddering breath and straightened. Looking up, she found herself standing in the living room a foot from the second bloodstain.

      Monroe was talking to a couple of cops nearby and from what Vee could tell the outer room had been emptied as she’d worked. She hadn’t realized that she’d moved into the living area and was grateful that Monroe had seen fit to preempt Vee’s need for privacy and had evacuated the outer suite.

      Monroe looked over at Vee, who jerked her head at the detective then walked back into the interior room.

      Vee beckoned Monroe to the bathroom even as the other woman asked, “What can you tell?”

      Vee sighed and waved a hand at the bathtub. “She ate a meal, then had a soak in the tub. The attacker entered the bathroom and surprised her. She fought him, and he reacted with a blow to her neck. Causing the bloodstain here.”

      Monroe nodded. “That’s more or less what I thought. There was water at the bottom of the tub, along with granules from what looked like bath-salts, or a bath bomb.”

      “Yeah, the bloodstain and the drag marks are pretty self-explanatory. She fought him though. He came up behind her, and she would have seen him in the mirror before he struck.”

      Monroe frowned. “How can you tell that she was at the washbasin?” Her expression had begun to fill with suspicion.

      Vee shrugged. “There is a blood droplet from a broken fingernail behind the faucet. You may want to get a sample.”

      Monroe nodded, although the detective didn’t look pleased. “Yeah, the techs haven’t come in here yet. But a broken fingernail isn’t something they should have missed.”

      “Not a fingernail. It’s a drop of blood.”

      “And you noticed this how?”

      “I considered various possible scenarios and checked the bathroom accordingly.” Vee gave a shrug and took a few steps back. “I’d guess he grabbed her from behind and she’d have kicked. Explains the bruises on her knees and toes—kicking out and hitting the cupboards.”

      Monroe’s eyes were dark as she stared around the room, and then focused on the double washbasin.

      Vee continued, “At that point, I’d guess she would have reacted with greater desperation. Probably reached out to grab him, scratch him, pull his hair. Anything to stop him.”

      “And how the hell can you tell such a thing?” The detective’s brow furrowed as she scowled at Vee.

      “I can’t tell. I’m thinking of possible scenarios. It’s possible she did nothing, but would that explain the bruising on her knees and feet, the bruising on her fingers and the broken nails. We should consider that a possibility. Not investigating all the possible scenarios and outcomes is reckless and lazy.”

      Vee wanted to bite her tongue as soon as the words left her mouth. Monroe was a touchy woman, easily offended. And she had never been happy with Vee’s involvement. Vee didn’t need to alienate the woman by being insensitive. But when she looked over at Monroe’s reflection in the mirror, she found that despite the detective’s cold frown and stiff spine, the woman was nodding slowly as she scanned the room.

      “I’ll have the team double-check her fingernails. That’s a standard thing anyway, but I’ll chase the results.” She looked up at Vee. “If we’re still helping you out.”

      Vee pursed her lips. “Yeah. Just don’t let those two find out.”

      Monroe nodded then retrieved her little notebook from inside her jacket pocket and began to scribble on it.

      Vee glanced around for where she’d seen the golden chain fall, spotting a pair of hotel-issue slippers beside the counter. “Oh, and there is a piece of jewelry inside one of those slippers beside the washbasin.”

      The detective paused in her scribbling and glanced over in the direction in which Vee was looking. “Don’t tell me…you considered all possible scenarios?” she asked, her expression bland.

      Vee resisted the urge to roll her eyes, and instead turned and headed back into the bedroom. “Here he left her on the floor probably thinking she was done. But maybe she tries to move… to stand. He’s likely done. This is taking too long. He grabs her and pushed her onto the bed—”

      “Grabs her shoulders which is evident by the bruising on her shoulders,” Monroe said with a nod.

      “She lands and then he guts her. She’s still desperate to get away and tries to pull herself to the edge of the bed. But he finishes her off.”

      “Yeah, that much I can see too. But my question is what the hell happened to all the blood. There isn’t enough here to warrant the kind of attack you are talking about.”

      Vee lifted her hand, intending to dig into her bag for her evidence kits, but a small plastic bag was placed into her palm. She cast Monroe a grateful smile and held onto it as she crouched down beside the body and used the enclosed tweezer to remove the evidence.

      The girl’s fingers were rigid despite the warmth of the apartment. Reaching out, Vee grabbed a hold of what looked like a long strand of dark hair. She drew the tweezer away, depositing the strand of black hair into the plastic bag. Vee scribbled the codes for her lab sample and then handed the bag to Monroe who was closest. Vee kept going, removing another strand of hair from beneath the victim’s body.

      At last, Vee studied the body itself, lifting the sheet to inspect Susie in case of rape, not required considering what Vee had already seen, but she had to go through the motions of being a good investigative officer exploring all options. “The forensics team will do a rape kit, but she doesn’t appear to have been sexually assaulted,” Vee murmured, more to herself than anything. She got to her feet and stared down at the woman.

      When she sighed, Monroe asked, “All done?” Vee nodded. “What you got?”

      “I’m still not sure how the killer gained entry, but the victim had no other visitors until the killer arrived. She called for room service. The killer was already here, waiting for his moment to strike.” Vee mimicked the move in the specific spot that the killer had stood before he’d hit the victim.

      “And the dine and dash?” Monroe cocked her head at the ravaged neck of the victim.

      Vee made a face. “Looks a lot as though he bled her somehow.” Though Vee faked ignorance of the somehow, she knew all too well. The pit of her stomach burned at the thought, and she knew she had to get a report into Rossi ASAP.

      Vee glanced at the detective who held up a hand. “I’m sure autopsy is going to confirm all those injuries exactly as you’ve described, but the forensics techs are going to ask what the perp did with the blood. Did he drain her elsewhere then return with the body or are we dealing with a vampire?” Monroe’s loud snort showed how little she believed in the supernatural. The woman liked her facts hard and visible.

      Vee shrugged. “Whatever he did, you’re right. There’s a lot of blood unaccounted for.” Vee turned and looked at the picture window. “He was done here, so he left the room. Possibly he was looking for something.”

      Vee moved out of the bedroom and traced the demon’s steps, stopping only when she got to the bloodstain on the carpet.

      “We have a second victim.”

      “This stain’s not Susie’s?” Monroe’s spine stiffened as she studied the blood.

      Vee shook her head. “There isn’t anything to explain why he would have brought Susie out here.” Vee paused and waved a hand at the inner room. “When during his attack would he have had the time? Or the reason?”

      “So someone else entered the suite and was attacked here.” Vee nodded as Monroe walked around the toppled end table to study the spatter on the window. “So, we have two murder victims.”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean?” Monroe scowled.

      “We have one murder victim and one abduction victim.”

      “Now how did you manage a conclusion like that?”

      “Not enough blood spatter to indicate murder. And she’s not here. It’s possible he took her elsewhere to kill her, but that makes no sense, especially since he’d already begun his attack.” Vee motioned at the bloodstained carpet.

      “The woman in there didn’t have enough blood to match the spatter and stains either.”

      “Good point. I just think that the lack of a body implies he took her. And it’s likely that she’d been special enough to take her body away and not Susie’s. There’s something different about the second woman.” Vee was trying to find a way to come to that conclusion out loud without making the detective suspicious.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think he may have changed his mind about killing her. He’d inflicted the first injury, but then he stopped and allowed her to live. Even took her away alive. There’s something that he wants from her.”

      “You think he’s a sex fiend or something? Get his rocks off on raping a dying woman? Blood fetish maybe?”

      Vee shook her head. “Susie wasn’t raped. I don’t think this is a sex-related crime. Something else is going on here.” As Vee thought about it, she wondered if they could obtain enough evidence to test for pregnancy. She looked at Monroe. “I have a gut feeling but don’t laugh.” Vee felt bad about playing Monroe, but there was no other way to explain her reasoning to the detective.

      “You want me to pinkie swear?” The woman snorted. “Tell me what you got.”

      Vee shrugged and pointed to the bloodstain. “Let’s see how much blood we can sample for an HCG test.”

      Monroe’s eyes winded. “You think she’s pregnant.”

      “I think she is. But it would be nice to get some proof.”

      “How in the holy heck did you deduce something like that?”

      “Just a hunch. I’m trying to understand why he’d take her. What could she have had that he’d let her live? Pregnancy is a strong possibility.”

      “That would imply they want the baby for something. Could it be possible that he was here for the baby in the first place and Susie was just collateral damage?”

      “Possible.” Vee’s response was non-committal as she didn’t want to interfere too much with the detective’s own deductions. Vee’s own deductions were based on the hesitation the demon had experienced. She knew the abduction had been impulse-driven. But she wasn’t able to reveal that without blowing Monroe’s mind. “For now, let’s assume there is a pregnant woman missing. I’d also like to have the DNA compared for familial relationships. And get me what you have on Susie’s background and history.”

      “Think they’re related?” Monroe nodded as she scribbled on her notepad.

      Vee gave the detective an apologetic smile. “Gut feeling.”

      Monroe looked up and grinned. “So far that gut of yours has proven correct. Let’s hope your track record can maintain its GPA.”

      Vee rolled her eyes and received a snort from Monroe. Strange that the woman had actually begun to warm up to Vee. Monroe had always been testy and sharp, and Vee had often thought the detective had passionately disliked her.

      “So, can I assume that you want our precinct to handle the case?” asked Monroe as she tucked her notebook back inside her jacket pocket.

      Vee considered it for a moment. “Let’s leave it as unofficial for now. I don’t think the FBI has the power to pass judgment on a complicated jurisdictional battle—even if we supported your claim. You might want to verify with the chief. Either way, until I gather sufficient intel, I’ll mark this one as a joint effort.”

      “Then you are going to eventually take it from us?” Now Monroe’s tone had turned cool.

      Vee shook her head. “No. Even if we do technically, I’d still like for you to remain on board. I just hope that your jurisdictional battle doesn’t rule for the assholes. It probably won’t but the way things go, assholes may know assholes who may know assholes.” Vee shrugged.

      Monroe grinned then suppressed her expression. The techs had returned and were back to being busy. “So, how do we find the abduction victim? We don’t even know who she is?”

      “I’d start with finding out everything we possibly can about Susie, then check on all the people she’s interacted with in the last few months, track their movements, get in touch, see who’s been missing or who’s been acting weird,” Vee spoke without thinking, then realized that Monroe had been thinking out loud.

      The detective grunted, and Vee glanced back to see anger and irritation flicker across her eyes.

      Great. Way to go on destroying what little professionalism we had.

      The whole afternoon had passed—evidenced by the weaker light outside, and by the low insistent throbbing in Vee’s wing where the wound was slowly healing. Deciding it was time she reported into her boss anyway, Vee turned to Monroe. “Keep me posted?”

      Monroe nodded, pulling her cell phone from her pocket. She turned away to make her call.

      Vee left without another word, pausing at the door to rip off the bootees and gloves and shove them into a waiting rubbish bag.

      She had a few things she needed to get done today, and the day was already over. Funny she could get magical weapons from the gods and not extra hours in the day.

      Be careful what you wish for.
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      Inside the elevator, Vee placed a call to her boss.

      “So, was it a solid lead?” was his first question.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What species are we talking?”

      “Pey. Same as this morning.”

      “Coincidence?”

      “Likely not. But this one is a little different. I’m sending some images through. Monroe’s got a bunch of evidence on hand. I’ve requested priority access, and she’s assured me I’ll have them, but Brent can do his thing already.”

      “Debrief?” asked Rossi.

      “Victim is a female, single from what I gathered. Booked into the hotel yesterday at 4.37pm. Ordered a meal at 5.03pm then relaxed. Meal arrived 6.12 pm. Intruder arrived during the meal at around 6.30pm. He watched and waited until the victim took a bath at 7.10pm. Intruder entered the bathroom at 7.40pm and proceeded to attack her. She put up a fight, so I think we’ll get DNA from her fingernails. Time of death 7.59pm. Body was unusually devoid of blood, so the Pey suits the MO.”

      “Good. I’ll wait for your report then?”

      “That’s not all, sir.”

      “Oh?”

      “There was another victim.”

      “He killed two people?” Rossi’s voice rose. “But the report was one body discovered.”

      “That’s because he didn’t kill the second woman. He took her with him.”

      “So we have a missing person too.”

      “Yes. And it gets worse. The woman is pregnant.”

      “I see. I’ll have the team put an APB out on her. Do you have a description?”

      “Short in stature, slight build. Pregnant.”

      “That’s all you got?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. For the moment. Monroe’s doing a background on Susie and everyone she associates with.”

      “Good. So, Monroe is still on the team?”

      “As long as the turf war is resolved and falls on her side. We can’t afford evidence going missing, and I wouldn’t put it past those two detectives to mess with the evidence just to show us a point.” The elevator dinged as she reached the first floor.

      “Right. Keep me posted.”

      Rossi assured Vee that he would pull a few strings to ensure the case fell into Monroe’s lap—if it happened that the crime scene landed in Gianni and Hasif’s jurisdiction.

      Vee rang off and tucked her phone back into her pocket as she headed outside.

      The last thing she needed was to cross paths with those two creeps again.

      Vee smiled at the doorman and headed to the edge of the sidewalk. She waved a cab down and sighed with relief that one was actually coming her way on the first try.

      What she didn’t expect was for the cab to speed up as he made a beeline for her. Instinct told her to use her wings, but she knew she couldn’t do that without jeopardizing everything, not only what she was but also the existence of the supernatural worlds.

      But she didn’t need to make any decisions.

      Someone slammed right into her, so hard that she and her attacker/savior went rolling over and over onto the sidewalk. As they went, Vee heard the cab’s tires screech as he tried to redirect his aim and follow Vee where she now lay on the ground, a little dazed.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the cab swerve, attempting to avoid a delivery truck that was parked in front of the hotel. The cab-driver failed and slammed into the rear fender of the truck, the loud pop of the airbag filling the street.

      Vee grunted and looked up, curious who she had to thank for her life.

      Her stomach swirled as she stared into Gianni’s eyes. He was smiling as he lay there on top of Vee, pressing against her chest and stomach and compressing her lungs, not to mention forcing her back against the irregular-shaped contents of her satchel on which she’d landed.

      She lifted her head and shoved at his shoulders. “I need to breathe.”

      The push got him to roll off her chest, and Vee sat up and took a deep breath, flinching as her cheek smarted. Just one more injury to add to her current list.

      “That’s the thanks I get?” He stood, his cheeks red as he tugged at the waistband of his pants.

      Vee shook her head. “I’ll thank you when I get to breathe. You were pressing all the air out of my lungs,” she snapped.

      Vee boosted herself to her feet, shifting her messenger bag to her side. Around her, people were rushing about, someone yelled for the ambulance, while another voice called for the cops.

      “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll check on the driver and be back in a second,” Gianni instructed. Moments later he yelled, “Where the fuck did he go?”

      Vee frowned and walked closer to the damaged vehicle, and watched Gianni as he stared around the street, his skin blotchy with anger. She couldn’t tell him that with the driver’s seat empty, the chances were high her attacker had been a demon and would have merely vanished from the seat. Or turned himself invisible to then crawl out from the open door.

      “Asshole thinks he can run down a lawman?” The detective stalked about like a frenzied rooster until another cop walked up to him and spoke into his ear.

      Gianni nodded to the man then stalked away from the cab and came to stand by Vee’s side. She’d been tempted to leave, annoyed that he’d left her standing on the sidewalk as if she needed to remain out of harm’s way like a helpless female.

      Same helpless female who’d almost been run down by a deranged cab-driver and who’d been saved by the very man who’d appeared to be concerned for her safety.

      Vee gritted her teeth and waited for Gianni to reach her side, she folded her arms.

      “Know anyone who’d have wanted to kill you?” Gianni asked looking Vee up and down.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Know anyone who’d have wanted to kill you?”

      Gianni paused. “Yeah. Good point. Then again, I guess an FBI agent would probably have more people out to kill him. Or her,” he tacked on giving her a wary look, as though she’d have been offended by his reference to the FBI agent as male.

      She rolled her eyes. “Did you get anything?” Vee asked, following the act of someone who’d almost gotten run over. “How could you lose him?” Vee asked, feeling a little guilty. But the question needed to be asked or else he’d wonder.

      Gianna glared at Vee. But she recognized his flushed coloring as anger and embarrassment for having lost the guy. “Not sure how he got away. I wonder if they had it on autopilot.”

      Vee nodded. “Could be. Especially if there was no sign of a driver.” Vee agreed with him in the hopes that it would help end the conversation faster. But she doubted the auto-pilot reasoning more because of how fast the cab had tried to swerve from an impact with the truck. Autopilot would not have cared what was in the way. And even remote-jacking wouldn’t have encouraged avoiding the truck. Only a living being would want to avoid killing himself.

      And, just because the demon could have jumped before the crash didn’t mean he wouldn’t have instinctively swerved. Not all demons were that skilled and it was likely she’d been attacked by an amateur.

      Vee jerked her chin at the cab, indicating she wanted to have a look. Gianni looked like he was about to say Vee couldn’t look at the car, but then caught himself. Perhaps he suddenly realized who he was speaking to.

      He waved her onward, following close behind as she headed to the car.

      She bent over and scanned the interior through the broken passenger window. Her vision shifted briefly as she studied the auras within the cab. And sure enough, Vee recognized the combination of shimmering lines and ragged patterns that made up the aura of a rakshasa demon. She hated being right sometimes, especially when it raised the possibility that the two demons who had attacked her this morning may not have been there looking for the bhayakara demon. They could have been after Vee herself.

      Vee focused her thoughts and straightened, then inspected the exterior and circled the cab more to get a better idea of speed and impact. She didn’t need the information, rather was merely going through the motions in order to not look suspicious.

      Still, at the end of the day, she had to find out who was it that wanted to kill her.

      It could be anyone ranging from a cop on the force, all the way to the demonic underbelly of New York City. Perhaps a visit with Cressida Lane was called for. Not that Vee wanted to, considering the woman gave her the creeps.

      Gianni was speaking, and Vee had to force herself to pay attention. “Don’t worry. We’ll find the bastard who did this. We’ll check all the footage from the traffic cams around the block. I think we should get you a couple security guys. Keep an eye on you in case something else happens?”

      Vee smiled. “Now tell me how that will look, Gianni? An FBI agent with a security detail of local law enforcement?” Vee shook her head, suspicious now that perhaps Gianni had orchestrated the whole thing, in order to justify having Vee watched twenty-four-seven. What better way to get info on her activities than to be the one to ‘keep an eye’ on her safety? “Don’t worry Gianni. I’ll have the FBI look after my safety, thanks. My boss will be onto it the moment I tell him.”

      “Better do it quick ‘cos I’ve already called it in.”

      Vee gritted her teeth and walked a few yards away. What were these guys up to? Were they taking advantage of the incident and hoping to put her ability to do the job in question with the threat of her safety being an issue? Were they hoping a security detail would hamper her investigation? Or hoping to ingratiate themselves with her, save her life, give her a security team, and maybe she’d allow them access to the crime scene?

      Or had it really been a demonic attempt on her life and all Gianni and his team were doing was protecting her?

      Vee retrieved her phone from her pocket and rang Rossi who sounded surprised that she’d called him again so soon.

      She proceeded to give him a rundown of her near-death experience.

      “Do you really believe that your life could be in danger?” he asked, his tone filled with concern.

      “I don’t know sir. I don’t see how. But I don’t doubt that it is odd that the cab-driver happened to be a demon—species I am not particularly familiar with—who disappeared before anyone could question him.” Vee kept her voice low as she watched Gianni approach her.

      “Demonic? They can disappear right?” asked Rossi.

      “Yes, sir. That’s possible. But I don’t believe a cab would be the kind of transportation they would use.”

      Gianni now stood at her side, and Vee had to remind herself to give less away as she spoke.

      “Right. I’ll get Brent onto the traffic and security cams to get us more details.”

      “Thank you, sir, but I believe that would be a dead end.”

      Rossi paused. “Very well. Do you need security?”

      “Not at this time, sir.”

      Rossi chuckled. “Why did I suspect that would be your answer?” Vee laughed and Rossi rang off seconds later.

      She turned to Gianni. “See,” she waved her phone at him, “My boss is organizing an FBI security detail for me.”

      Gianni looked a little disappointed, making Vee more suspicious now.

      Vee smiled. “Thanks, Gianni. You saved my hide. I’ll keep you posted on my security detail.”

      “Happy to save that hide, Shankar,” Gianni said giving Vee a lascivious look up and down. “And just let us know if there is anything we can do.”

      “Thanks. I will.”

      Like hell, I will.
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      Vee was hurrying down the sidewalk away from the hotel, when a black SUV pulled up. Her phone pinged with a message from Karan to say the SUV was his.

      As she jumped in the back seat, she glanced over her shoulder and watched Gianni staring at her. She pretended not to notice and slide inside beside Karan who looked concerned.

      “Don’t tell me you already know?”

      Karan nodded. “We have our own intelligence grapevine.”

      Vee grunted then said, “Better change your plates.”

      “What?”

      “The plates for the SUV. Gianni over there will be running them as we speak. Hopefully your identity is hidden, or he’s going to know who you are.”

      Karan gave a cool nod. “What happened?”

      “A cab came at me, clearly aiming to run me down. Gianni managed to throw me out of harm’s way. Cab crashed, but before anyone could go over to check, the driver—who also happened to be a demon—had disappeared.” Vee stared over at Karan waiting to see if his face would give something away. But nothing.

      Instead, he sighed, studying her bruised cheek. “I do not like that your life is in danger.”

      “And somehow you believe that it was not in danger in the past?”

      Karan stared at her. “You’re not taking this seriously. I have had word that the Demon Horde Assembly is troubled by an uneasy political climate, which only increased the problems that result from infighting and struggles for control. The pey demons have split from the Assembly and are attempting to establish the strength of their own Core.” Karan sighed then shifted in the seat and was staring at Vee. “And now someone out there wants you dead?”

      Vee wasn’t sure how to respond so she remained silent. She’d never seen Karan this worked up before.

      He sighed again and looked away. “You’re important. More important than you know.”

      “So you think I need to get myself protection? That I need to hide myself away?”

      “I know you can take care of yourself, but that doesn’t mean you need to be reckless.”

      “Trust me, I am far from reckless. Not too long ago, we dealt with demonic home invasions. Whoever these assholes are, they don’t scare me.”

      Karan nodded and tapped his finger on the side of the leather folder that sat in his lap. “I hope you are right. We need you alive.”

      Vee suppressed the desire to tell the man that she was capable of looking after herself. But instead, she forced herself to nod. Of course, he needed her to be alive.

      To do his investigative work, that’s why.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Karan dropped Vee off at her home, assuring her that he’d glamored the vehicle for a large part of the trip so they would have lost anyone attempting to tail them.

      Vee smiled in acceptance, aware still that such maneuvers would not stop anyone who’d decided to surveil her properly. She headed inside, watching the street just in case. After shutting the door, she studied the street again, accepting her nerves were on edge now and she may as well double-check.

      Just as a precaution.

      As she watched, she messaged Rossi, bringing him up to speed on Karan’s update on the Demon Horde Assembly’s internal upheaval. Rossi responded confirming he’d put the team on high alert.

      At least he was taking it seriously.

      The house was silent, and Vee took the opportunity to hide in her room for the rest of the evening. Even food wasn’t something she was interested in, especially after having spent her afternoon at the suffocatingly warm hotel room.

      An hour of training, a shower and then bed.

      Just what the doctor would order.

      At the thought of the doctor, Vee’s mind drifted to Nivaan. He’d been in Europe for the last month on mahabidala business, and his absence had pointedly confirmed to Vee how much she cared about him. Long distance relationships sucked.

      Good thing he’d be home tomorrow.

      Vee fell asleep thinking about Nivaan’s cheeky smile.
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      Denial can only last so long.

      The next morning, Vee awakened after a restless sleep. She’d played the whole scene over and over in her head, wondering if she could have missed some small detail.

      Someone had tried to kill her. She had to accept that and move on to step two: find out who they were and hopefully avoid a third attempt.

      Third, because she was pretty sure the attack of the killer pey couple had also been a hit. Thankfully, so far Vee had managed to evade those attempts. Now she was left with wondering who they worked for and why they wanted her dead.

      Vee forced herself into her training gear and headed down to the gym. After an hour of various weapons exercises—including the trishula—Vee figured it was time she stopped avoiding the inevitable.

      She had to go see her Mom.
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        * * *

      

      A strange feeling coiled in Vee’s gut as she stepped off the elevator. She’d been thinking about Karan and the last words he’d spoken before he’d dropped her off at home last night. His parting comment was something to the effect of a warning for Vee to take care of herself.

      She was well aware that she was an important asset to him, but she still couldn’t understand why. What did Karan hope to gain from feeding Vee information regarding demonic crimes against the people of New York? Even Rossi had mentioned recently that although the enigmatic snitch was valuable and was helping their team fight supernatural crime, he too couldn’t understand where they were headed.

      Though Vee had suggested cutting him loose, Rossi had disagreed, insisting they needed to see this through. Even if they were being used, they were cleaning up the demonic rogue element within the city. That in itself was enough of a reason to play nice with Karan.

      But Karan wasn’t the only person whose strange behavior remained on Vee’s mind.

      Radhima’s ghost, or rather Radhima herself, was present for a reason as well. As much as Vee wanted to keep ignoring the fact, she knew it was both unhealthy and irresponsible. Add to that she could be hurting her grandmother’s feelings by ignoring what was right in front of her own eyes.

      Now she hurried through the hall toward her mother’s office, feeling a slight twinge in her knee as well as her shoulder. Though Gianni had been kind enough to save her from death, he’d inflicted a few unnecessary injuries on her instead. Nothing that needed medication though. Not yet.

      Vee ventured into her mother’s front office where Kesha—her personal assistant—stood, arms akimbo, staring down at a collection of plas readers that were spread across her desk. Devi and her team, which included Vee, had long ago gone the green route in that the entire building was run off solar power generated from the solar panels and blinds installed on every window in the building.

      They were completely off the grid with only backup generators at the ready in case of a power failure. In addition, Devi had insisted they move away from paper, so staff no longer printed documents out on destroyed trees. Devi had been impressed by the plas reader tech, and now every staff member used plas readers to send files that in the past would have been printed on paper, whether for visual aid, or as a discussion or sharing point in meetings, or just to keep in a tray, the plas sheets had become such a commonality in the building and at home that seeing a sheet of paper sometimes offended Vee.

      Kesha’s dense black curls hid her face as she studied the plas screens, but before Vee could call out to her, she looked up. With a welcome smile, she waved Vee inside.

      Devi stood in front of her plasma screen, pausing and rewinding a video. She shut it off quickly as Vee walked deeper into the room. But not quickly enough. Vee had seen enough of the recording to know that her mother’s mind was still focused on the golem that had entered Vee’s lab and had attempted to kill her.

      The lab surveillance had caught the entire thing on tape and Devi seemed to be studying for clues to…what? Vee would have to ask her at some point.

      But Vee had come for an entirely different reason. She went to her mother, and they embraced. Vee kissed her mother’s cheek and smiled. Since the night that everything had changed in their lives, since her dad had been returned to them in exchange for Radhima’s life, since Mac had moved out of their home, since Vee had been bestowed with the trishula—not to mention having her wings reveal themselves—her relationship with her mother had changed.

      A subtle difference—a tiny bit more affection, a kiss on the cheek, a touch on the arm, Devi straightening Vee’s hair—little things that had raised Vee’s awareness that she actually did have a mother capable of affection.

      Vee smiled and then drew back. “You look tired, Mom.”

      Devi smiled almost absently. “You look damaged, child.” She frowned as she studied Vee’s face, then traced a finger along the bruise on her daughter’s cheek. Vee smirked. “Wish I could say you should see the other guy.”

      “What happened?”

      “In the battle between Vee and the sidewalk, the sidewalk won.”

      “You fell?” Her mother’s tone implied that she found that hard to believe.

      Vee sighed. It wouldn’t pay to play games with her mother about what had happened. The woman had her ways and would find out eventually and then she’d nag Vee to death about not being told earlier. It was a lose-lose situation.

      “Someone tried to run me over. A creeper detective shoved me to safety.”

      Devi’s jaw dropped. “Please tell me they caught the asshole?”

      Vee shook her head. “He’s the one that got away in this instance.”

      “How the hell is that possible?”

      “Cab was empty when the cops went over to check it out. Was only seconds after I was hit.”

      “What are you saying? Demon attack?”

      Vee nodded. “Yeah. Auras confirmed it. Besides, how else would the driver’s seat be empty within seconds of impact? The airbag would have hindered a quick escape. And even if you consider the vehicle being on autopilot, the seat held enough aural presence to confirm a demon did sit in it. Plus, the driver swerved to avoid hitting a parked truck.”

      “Not something an autopilot would do,” Devi murmured.

      “Still, it makes no sense. If you’re a demon and you want to kill me, won’t you use your super easy appearing-disappearing ability? A hit and jump would be more likely.”

      “Someone trying to scare you?”

      “Possible. But it would mean that someone has demons on their payroll.”

      Vee rolled her eyes. Exactly what part of ‘the demons are out to kill me’ didn’t surprise her?
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      Devi sighed and waved a hand at the double sofa seating arrangement in the corner of her office. Vee sank into the soft cushion and sighed with relief as she leaned her head onto the backrest.

      “Sore?”

      “Somewhat.”

      “What drugs?” Devi asked.

      “Nope. Not taken any yet.”

      Devi brought Vee a glass of pomegranate juice, to which Vee responded with a wrinkle of her nose.

      “You know I despise that stuff,” she said, making a face at the drink.

      “Drink it. It’s good for you.”

      “Sometimes I think mothers were invented to torment.”

      “Ditto.”

      Vee rolled her eyes, accepted the drink, and sipped. She swallowed and set the glass on the coffee table, careful to ensure she used one of the many coasters her mother had set around the room. The woman was totally OCD about watermarks on her furniture.

      “So, I need to speak with you about something.”

      “I knew this wasn’t a social visit,” Devi said, bringing her own glass with her and drinking. She took a seat beside Vee and set her drink on the coffee table before turning her attention her daughter.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s about Radhima.”

      Devi’s mouth tightened, and her eyes glistened. The mention of her mother was enough to bring her back to the reality that the matriarch was gone.

      “Are you finding it hard to cope, honey? Need to talk?”

      Vee shook her head. “No. I mean yes.” Vee paused and took a breath. “I’m coping, but I need to ask you a sensitive question.”

      “Okay,” Devi said carefully, her lip curving in an amused smile.

      Vee cleared her throat. “So…I’m not sure how to approach this exactly but here goes.” Vee sat up and shifted to face her mother. “Was Radhima unhappy in her marriage?”

      Devi’s face paled as she stared at Vee. It only took a second for her to shake her head. “Not that I know of. Why do you ask?”

      Vee had never known she’d be able to tell off the bat when her mother was lying to her. But, Devi had this tiny little eye-twitch thing she did when she was being evasive or outright lying.

      When had Vee gotten so good at reading her mother?

      Vee let out a soft controlled breath. “Mom, you don’t have to lie to me, okay? I can take the truth. If they were unhappy, or if he was abusing her in any way, I can take it. I didn’t know Babaji, so you’re not going to be destroying any of my loving preconceived notions about the man.”

      Devi’s eyes widened for a moment, and she played for time, reaching for her glass, sipping and wiping a droplet of condensation from the side of it carefully.

      Then she sighed. “I think something happened that she wouldn’t speak of.”

      “Liar,” said a voice beside Vee. Though the word was harsh, the tone was somewhat amused. Vee had to force herself not to turn and give Radhima’s ghost a warning glare.

      She wasn’t sure she could talk to her mother about the issue if the ghost was sitting there listening to every word she said. A voice in Vee’s head reminded her that at least she’d made Vee aware she was there. She could just as easily not have manifested physically, and instead remained a silent voyeur—which would be all the more uncomfortable.

      So she chose to ignore her grandmother and focus on her mother. “I don’t believe that, Mom. I know she told you at some point.”

      Devi tilted her head and stared suspiciously at Vee. “So how do you know this?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Vee waved her hand, then paused as she considered her reasons for not telling her mother the truth. It seemed strange that she was dealing with her own mother as if she were interrogating a suspect. She let out a sigh. “Okay. You do need to know the truth. Radhima told me.”

      “What?” Devi’s jaw dropped as she stared at her daughter, amusement catching the corners of her eyes.

      “I’m not joking, Mom.”

      Devi’s amusement fled then and then she sighed and got to her feet. She went to stand at the picture window, the light from beyond her revealing only her profile to Vee.

      Her sigh was long and painful, her shoulders hunching over as she stared into a past filled with what Vee could only suspect were terrible memories.

      “It’s not what you think. He didn’t beat her. At least not with his hands.”

      Vee’s stomach tightened as her mother’s words drove a shard of horror into her heart.

      “His words were his weapons, the insults, the demeaning way he spoke to her as if she wasn’t worth a damn, as if she had no rights, deserved nothing. I used to listen to him when he’d speak to her. He always used this almost-kind voice, as if he were disciplining a young child. ‘I’m only doing what’s good for you’.”

      Devi let out a pained laugh that sounded a lot like a sob. Taking a shuddering breath, she continued, “She had no authority over anything. Not even my upbringing. My aunts—his sisters—were allowed more control over what I wore, where I went, and what my daily choices were. We’d always had that disconnect, and I think as a child I blamed her for not standing up to him.”

      “Did he do that to you too?”

      Devi nodded, her spine stiff. “To him, we were woman, chattels, things to control, to barter. And because I refused to bow to his will, he disowned me.”

      “Oh. I had no idea.”

      Devi shook her head and turned to look at Vee. “We never told anyone what happened. Mom and I left him and went into hiding with the Guild.”

      “The guild?” Guild possibly meant there were many more apsaras out there than Vee had thought. Now Karan’s words made much more sense.

      Her mother’s voice drew Vee’s attention back. “Yes. The Apsara guild. They’re an organization that looks after Apsaras in need.”

      “I don’t get it,” said Vee, folding her arms around her waist. “For such a powerful supernatural race we seem to be pretty powerless. We need a guild to take care of things, to make the higher level decisions?”

      Devi shook her head. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

      “About what? Being powerless,” Vee smirked. “I can’t jump, I can’t fly—well not high enough that I’d be impressed.”

      Devi sighed. “I mean that you are wrong about being supernatural—not that you’re right about the Guild either.” Devi ran her hands up and down her thighs, as if she didn’t know what to do with them and had to keep them moving. “Our familial line does not belong to the supernatural race. It’s a technicality, but the apsaras were heavenly winged warriors. The emphasis on heavenly.”

      Vee frowned. “So what? We’re not supernatural, we’re divine?”

      “Something like that. The race of the apsaras as we know it was one descended from the Sage Narada and the General of the Kings Guard, Tilottama. That’s a blend of human, although an ascended spiritual human, and a divine creature.

      “But because of the anomaly that meant not all descendants would receive the ability of the apsara, it meant that the powers were diluted and sometimes didn’t rear its head for generations. We lost our standing as a divine race. For years, the Guild sought to ensure we gathered and trained all the apsaras we could find who had any significant form of power. Latent and mild talents were also put to use. Latent and mild talents like mine.” Devi had the power to calm a person down, like a sponge, absorbing the stress and fear only to replace it with peace and tranquillity. Though she’d never talked openly about her powers in the past, since Vee’s dad had returned to them, she’d begun to mellow where her apsara ability came into play. Now she nodded, “Ma’s powers were much stronger, but she bound herself willingly.”

      “She got her powers bound?” Vee couldn’t stop her outrage from filtering into her voice.

      Devi shook her head. “No. The fear she experienced through her life, the sense of self-preservation she possessed, told her to hide her power. But your power, on the other hand, is explosive in comparison. You, your very existence is confirmation of who and what the apsara line truly is. Had our race continued to merely possess mild levels of power, you could have classed us as telepaths or telekinetics. Powers along those lines. But there isn’t anything supernatural about us.”

      “So we get off on a technicality,” Vee muttered, still unsure how to process her mother’s revelations.

      Devi gave Vee a quizzical look. “Until you,” she said softly. “You spelled change.”
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      “I still don’t understand what is so special about me. I don’t mean me Vee, but me special apsara.”

      “Did you miss the part of the warriors of heaven?” Vee frowned at her mother’s words. “The apsaras were the royal guard. They protected Lord Shiva in his abode, and wherever else he went. They weren’t limited in their powers either. Everything you have and more.”

      “The books imply there was a battle, after which the apsaras were ousted, and the gods began to disappear,” said Vee.

      Devi nodded. “It’s more complicated than that, but that’s the gist of it.”

      Vee stiffened. “Okay, wait. I thought you weren’t an apsara?”

      Devi nodded. “I’m not truly one, but your grandmother was. My father found out about her heritage. I think Mom blamed herself for being careless. You’re not really meant to keep your identity from those you love. Just as the sage and the Apsara who began our line were very much in love, every Apsara hopes to have the same with their partner.

      “But Mom knew from early on that he wouldn’t be receptive. But after I was born, the guild needed confirmation that I didn’t carry the gene. She’d assured them that I didn’t, but they insisted that they needed to test me for themselves. She should have arranged to see them out of the house, but she hadn’t counted on how suspicious he was. He’d set up secret security cameras and microphones around the house to watch her every move, and he’d heard everything she and the guild discussed.

      “They told her that it was still possible that I’d come into my wings when I came of age and warned her to keep me safe either way because I carried the gene. They also asked if she still refused it bring her husband into the guild core, saying that all around support was important.

      “He used that against her when he confronted her about it. Insisted she show him her wings.” Devi let out a hiccupping sob, and Vee felt sick. She knew what her mom was about to tell her.

      “She showed him. In her terror they just revealed themselves. And he…he ripped them right off her shoulders.”

      “She stayed with him after that?”

      Vee’s ears were ringing, and she barely heard her mother’s response. “Yes. She stayed. The guild wanted to take her away, but she told them it wasn’t possible. He’d threatened to kill her if she ever left, but he also took steps to ensure people would not trust her. He had a psychiatrist friend declare her unfit to be alone with her child and brought his sisters into the house to watch over me instead. She was supervised at all times when she was with me.”

      “This sounds like a bad Hollywood movie.”

      Devi let out a harsh laugh. “Yes. It does. But her life…you just couldn’t make it up.”

      “Why did she marry him in the first place?” asked Vee, still confused as to how an Apsara with such power could end up abused at the hands of a human.

      “You have to understand something about the Apsara line. The power is extremely diluted. Wings, the power to fly, the power to read residual auras, fighting strength and skills…there is a list of them, all powers most Apsara have, some in a combination of two of those abilities but that’s rare in itself. You are the rarest purist of them all. The only Apsara in history having all of those abilities together.

      “Mom had a little bit of the aural reading, and she could read emotions very well. Perhaps that’s how she knew he was serious.”

      “When did you know something was wrong? That she needed help.”

      Beside her Radhima whispered, “Where exactly are you going with this?” Vee gave a slight shake of her head then stiffened. She probably looked like she had a tic or something.

      Devi was speaking, and when Vee looked up, she found her mother staring at her, an odd expression on her face. “In my late teens. I’d been acting out, and we’d had an argument. Not that it could have gotten heated what with my aunts being in the room. To be honest, it was more me being frustrated that I couldn’t be with her in private, but I took it out on her.

      “I later found her crying in the bathroom. I’d opened the door to see what was happening—perhaps I should have knocked, but stubborn teenagers rarely follow house rules. Ma was tending to a wound on her side, putting some salve onto a bruise where the skin had broken. It was just on her ribs, at her back, a location that made me realize it had to have been inflicted by someone else. I had my suspicions, but I allowed myself to be side-tracked by first investigating my aunts. A sort of self-protection I guess.”

      “Oh dear. I never knew she saw that,” whispered Radhima from my side. I glanced at her, sad for what she’d been through, sad that her daughter had seen her pain in its truest form.

      When Vee looked back at Devi, she found her mother giving her that suspicious glance again. Vee threw a question at her quickly, realizing that she was getting too close to having to fess up. “I take it you found out it wasn’t them?”

      Devi nodded, her brows furrowing as she turned her attention from Vee to her past. “They were almost just as bad to her, but more with words than with physical violence.”

      “Wait, I thought you told me he didn’t hit her physically.”

      Devi shrugged. “When I finally confronted her she said it was just once. I’d kept a close eye on my aunts and cleared them of the physical abuse, but I saw so clearly what they’d been doing. I guess it helped that I’d taken to eavesdropping. I’d even used a drinking glass against the wall to listen. They gas-lighted her all the time, constant passive aggressive bullshit too. They were also deliberately sabotaging… but that’s a whole other conversation. In the end, I narrowed the perpetrator down to one person: my father.

      “Little did I know that his cameras were catching me in action. He hauled me up one day, asking why I was spying on his sisters. I lied, because well, how would I have known he had a video feed to prove it? He slapped me, busted my lip, bruised my cheek. Mom went ballistic. After that, we had a long conversation and made a plan to run.”

      “And you managed to leave without him stopping you?”

      Devi nodded. “He couldn’t have stopped us even if he’d tried.” Her words were cryptic, her tone hard but edged with something else. Vee sighed, feeling the grief her mother was exuding. She was about to tell her mother how sorry she was when Devi spoke. “So are you going to tell me how you know all this? How did you find out something that my mother swore she’d never tell anyone?”

      There was a note of what Vee could only describe as fear in Devi’s face.

      Vee shrugged, entertaining a faint hope that she could get away without telling her mother the truth. “I told you. Radhima told me.”

      Devi shook her head. “When? She never mentioned that she was going to tell you about her past. She would have come to me first.”

      Vee sighed. “It was Radhima. She told me. Only…she didn’t come to you to tell you about it because she only told me yesterday.”

      Devi’s eyes filled with tears, and she shook her head. “Oh, Vee.” She sighed and came toward her daughter, placing her hands on either side of Vee’s face. “I’m so sorry, honey. I seem to have forgotten how close the two of you were. In my own grief, I’ve been selfish, forgetting that you too are dealing with her loss.”

      Vee shook her head and grabbed her mother’s hands. “No, Mom. I’m serious. This isn’t in my head. Believe me, I thought it was, but you just confirmed it isn’t.”

      “How did I do that?” whispered Devi, her eyes filled with tears.

      “You confirmed what she told me yesterday. Radhima said that when you confirm the truth, then I’ll know she’s real. I honestly thought it was a figment of my imagination until now. I have to admit it’s a relief.”

      Devi shook her head and held Vee around the shoulders. “Vee, I really think you need to see someone. If you’re imagining your grandmother here, now, perhaps you need to talk to someone about it.”

      Vee shrugged her mother’s hand off and turned to stare at her. “I’m not imagining it, and I don’t need counseling. I’m telling you. It’s her.”

      Devi inhaled deeply and folded her arms across her chest. Vee knew that stance; her mother was resisting, but she was entertaining Vee only until she could show her daughter how wrong she was.

      This time she was in for disappointment.
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      Vee suppressed the urge to groan out loud.

      Instead, she said, “She came to me a few weeks ago. A day or so after the funeral. I thought I was imagining it, and when she kept coming back, I began to get frustrated. But then she warned me that I didn’t have all the time in the world to make myself believe her. She told me to come here. She told me to ask you those questions, and now I realize why. Because that proves she’s real. How would my imagination have conjured up such a story only to discover that I am right? Those kinds of coincidences only exist in books and movies.”

      Devi had relaxed slightly, her spine no longer as stiff as a pole. “I don’t know what to say, honey.”

      “So you don’t believe me?” asked Vee. She discovered that the feeling curling in the pit of her stomach was hurt.

      Devi shook her head and gave Vee a sad smile. “A ghost? I just…I don’t—”

      “If you’re going to say that you don’t believe in ghosts, need I remind you that I just killed a couple of demons this morning, a golem broke into my lab a month ago, and I’m an Apsara. I’m not even supposed to exist.”

      Devi hesitated, then stared around the room as though she couldn’t look Vee in the eye. “Okay. You have a point there.” Devi sighed and sank onto the sofa. She seemed listless, and reached for her glass, probably just so that her hands were occupied.

      Vee glanced at Radhima, who’d remained all too quiet where she stood beside the sofa. She glared at her grandmother then cocked her chin at her mother, silently urging the old woman to show herself.

      Then Vee cleared her throat. “She’s here. In this room with us.” Vee’s voice was overly loud, like a bell ringing in a silent room.

      Devi straightened, her fingers curled around the glass tightly. “What?” She glanced around the room, then looked back at Vee. “Where?”

      Vee looked over and Radhima’s ghost. “Help a girl out, would you?” She sent a pleading glance over at her grandmother whose face had suddenly become implacable.

      A few moments later, when nothing had happened, Devi looked up at her daughter.

      “No, Mom. Just wait a sec. I don’t know…maybe she’s got her own issues. She’ll show you. Just wait.”

      Still, after a few more minutes, nothing happened. No ghostly granny made an appearance.

      Devi put her glass onto the table and got to her feet. Her sigh was filled with sadness as she hurried over to Vee. “You see, honey. It’s not real. I don’t know what’s going on, but this thing about a ghost…I just think…I don’t know. Maybe we all just need time to adjust.”

      Vee swallowed down the tears of frustration that had built within her. She’d stuck her neck out with her mom, and Radhima had failed to confirm her claim. Now her mother believed she was going off the deep end. Vee had taken a risk and look where that had gotten her.

      As her disappointment faded, anger filled the vacated space.

      Vee nodded slowly and gave Devi a smile. Then, without another word she turned and left the office. As she strode off to the stairwell, her jaw held tight, she wondered if maybe her mother was right and she had just dreamed this whole thing up. She grabbed her security card from her pocket and swiped it through the card reader at the stairwell door.

      “You didn’t dream it up,” said a disembodied voice from beside Vee. The door clicked ajar, and Vee tugged it open, giving the space beside her a dirty look.

      “I don’t have time for this,” Vee mumbled and hurried into the stairwell, heading down the stairs two steps at a time. “Can you leave me alone? I stuck my neck out for you, and now I’m probably going to end up in a psych ward because of it.”

      “I’m sorry. I can explain.”

      “No need to explain,” Vee said as she reached her floor and swiped her card at the stairwell door. “I know now that I’m just making this shit up.”

      “Watch your mouth, young lady,” said the ghostly voice.

      Vee stormed off down the passage and reached her lab which sat at the end of the corridor. “Look, hopefully, I’m not crazy, and you are real, but unless you are prepared to confirm your existence to someone else, I can’t help you.”

      “That’s just it, Vee. Nobody else will be able to see me.”

      Vee froze, card hovering over the reader as she turned to stare at the space beside her, where her grandmother’s form was beginning to materialize.

      “Now you appear?”

      “Nobody else can see me,” she repeated.

      “Then why did you appear to me in the room just now? You made me think that all you had to do was show yourself for her to believe me.”

      “I’m sorry, Vee. If I gave you that impression, I’m sorry. It never occurred to me to tell you that. I guess I’m new to this thing too.”

      Vee took a deep breath. She had gone on an assumption. She should have asked Radhima first, before she’d demanded she materialize for her mother. She only had herself to blame for that, and it wasn’t fair to be angry with her grandmother.

      She sighed and swiped her card through the reader and headed inside the lab. Lights flickered on as she went, the sensor picking up her presence and turning them all on. No point in wasting solar energy.

      At last, she faced the spirit and sighed, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have put you on the spot like that. And I should have che— What the hell are you wearing?”

      Vee stared at her grandmother’s clothing.

      “What? Why? Is something wrong with it?”

      “Ma! Those are jeans. You never wear jeans.”

      Radhima waved a dismissive hand at Vee. “Since when can’t I wear jeans.”

      Vee folded her arms and lifted an eyebrow. “Firstly, you’ve never worn jeans in your life. Unless you wore them and danced around in your closet for kicks,” Vee huffed.

      “And two?”

      “Huh?”

      “You said one, so I’m assuming there is a two coming along. I’m dead, not senile.”

      Vee rolled her eyes and rounded the desk, pulling a plas from the in-tray. “Number two was I had no idea that there was such a thing as ghost jeans.”

      The old woman let out a bark of laughter, which was cut short when Vee’s phone pinged with a message from Monroe.

      
        
        Checked SL house. See report attached.

      

      

      Vee swiped to open the document and read through it. Her stomach churning.

      “What is it?” asked her grandmother.

      “It’s the report from Monroe. They went to the victim’s house. Nothing. No sign of intrusion, everything appears intact. They found more identification though. A social media chat group that the family had set up to keep in touch. The mother and daughter were going away for the weekend.” Vee sighed as she stared at the report. “One last hurrah as single women, apparently both of them saw responsibility in their future once the baby was born. The victim was a widowed lawyer, but she’d been disbarred for illegal activity and ended up working as a journalist; disciplinary report on that was classified, happened years ago, so Monroe doesn’t see a correlation and neither do I.”

      Vee glanced up and looked at Radhima. When she’d been alive, Vee used to talk about her cases with the old woman, who would often revert with good points for discussion. Today, she remained silent.

      Vee continued to go through the report, giving her grandmother the gist as she went. “It appears she was using the money from her husband’s life insurance to assist her daughter with expenses. She’d been frugal though. Plenty left in there for the daughter and the baby.” Vee scanned further in the report. “They appeared to be just a normal family, no suspicious connections or activity.”

      “So you think this attack was random?” asked Radhima.

      “I do. If it weren’t random, he wouldn’t have hesitated when he came across the girl. He would have expected her. Killed her then and there.”

      “But that depends on what they were after.” Radhima was staring off into space, and Vee paused. The old woman was a ghost, and she lived in an in-between world, so how did this world appear to her eyes?

      But Vee forced herself to focus. “Which could also mean there is something we are not seeing.” Vee sighed. “What could this woman possibly have had that he’d have wanted. He drained her dry. She had no blood left in her veins. She was expendable.”

      “So why was the pregnant woman not expendable?”

      Vee paused and tapped her fingers on the phone’s face. “The only difference is that one was pregnant. So if we went on the assumption that they were after the baby, which means I could have misinterpreted the demon’s aural language which then begs the question as to why.”

      A voice echoed through the lab. “Who are you talking to?”

      Both Vee and her grandmother turned to the doorway to find Syama standing there with Akil at her side, her fine-boned face all hollows and shadows. She looked emaciated, though her black eyes gleamed with happiness.

      Akil’s tall and lithe frame seemed somewhat thinner too, as if during his journey he’d been starved of food. His pale hair was lank and oily, and dark shadows circled his almond-shaped eyes. The Sirin—an owl-shifter—looked decidedly filthy too, his usual attire of white pants and white shirt could no longer claim to be any other color but…filthy.

      Light shimmered off the pair as they unglamored themselves and walked toward Vee.

      Syama stepped closer, squinting at the space beside Vee. “Oh, I see,” she said with a wry smile.

      “You see what?”

      Syama rolled her eyes, one hand on her hip. “I’m not blind,” she said to Vee before shifting her gaze to Radhima and saying, “Hello, Ma.”

      Vee scowled and stared first at Syama and then at her grandmother. “She can see you but Mom can’t?” Vee wasn’t sure if she was furious or just done.

      Syama laughed and responded even before Radhima opened her mouth to reply, “Humans can’t see ghosts unless that person’s spirit is bound to them. So you can see Ma but your mom and dad and Mac can’t. Supernaturals like Nivaan and Akil can’t either, unless they have the sight. I’m neither human nor supernatural.” Syama nodded, happy with her explanation.

      Vee wasn’t. She glowered at Syama. “Do go on.”

      Syama grinned, not in the least affected by Vee’s terrible mood. “I’m a hellhound,” she said, her tone implying that it should be obvious. “The role of most hellhounds is almost that of a bounty hunter. We’re charged with finding those souls who have either evaded, or escaped, from the underworlds. I, of course, have been given a different role. For which I’m most grateful.”

      “And what role is that?”

      “Watching your back.”
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      After Vee’s grandmother had left the lab, disappearing with a promise to return soon, and a warning to ‘work on working things out’ with Devi, Syama and Akil had given Vee an update on where they’d been.

      Syama rubbed her hands together. “I’m sorry. I had no way of contacting you. We’ve had a bit of a complication,” she pointed a decidedly grubby finger at the floor, “down under.”

      Vee swallowed a snort and motioned for Syama to continue before sharing a questioning glance with Akil. He turned away as soon as he could, and Vee found herself studying the smudges on his cheek, the fading bruise on his right eye and his swollen and bruised lower lip.

      He seemed to be favoring one leg too, putting more weight on his right foot and holding onto the nearby counter every few minutes. Vee turned her attention back to Syama, giving her a more thorough once-over.

      The hellhound’s dull leather trousers were torn at the knees, revealing deep gashes and bruises caked with dirt. Her face too bore the evidence of a beating. Vee’s head began to throb with heat as she recognized the signs of older, almost healed, bruises beneath the bruised cheek and jaw as well as Syama’s own matching black eye.

      Though curious, Vee decided it would be best for them to tell her at their own pace. They certainly looked like they’d both been through an ordeal.

      “When I received that call to return home for debriefing after the whole nexus-asura-trishula incident, I believed it was just a standard handover of information.”

      Vee rounded the counter to where a handful of high stools were scattered. She took a seat and sighed as she touched her own tender bruises. Syama drew closer and sank onto the seat beside Vee, frowning at Vee’s wince. Akil followed too, hovering for a moment before grabbing the seat beyond Syama.

      Excellent.

      Vee hid a smile at her success. She straightened and said, “And I take it that was not the case?”

      “Nope.”

      Syama’s face scrunched and then she winced as blood oozed from her cheek, welling into a glistening ruby bead. She lifted her finger to dab at her wound. She studied the blood on her fingertip then wiped it off on her pants, her face inscrutable, her neck stiff.

      “Not in the least. My superior was killed,” Syama said, her eyes shining with tears. “It was a coup of sorts, details of which I am unable to share. Not right now at any rate. Not until the dust settles.” Syama cleared her throat and looked around the room as she blinked away more tears.

      Unable to share? Did she mean she wasn’t at liberty to? Or that she just wasn’t ready? Vee had never seen Syama this emotionally affected by anything. And though Vee felt the urge to wrap the younger girl in her arms, offer her some comfort, her gut told her that Syama wouldn’t want such a display of affection.

      So Vee stayed where she was. “How did you get out?”

      Syama poked a thumb at Akil, who was still strangely silent. He wasn’t usually the talkative type, but this silence…it spoke more of reticence, than of having nothing to say. “You sent him, so I guess I have to thank you.”

      Vee turned to the sirin, frowning, but he just pointed a slim finger at Syama who’d already continued to speak. Though frustrated, Vee shifted her attention back to the hellhound. “Akil here came looking for me, snooping around when he found no trace. He had to go two levels deeper into the underworld to find me. Very dangerous trip, but he did it.”

      “He got you out?” Vee asked, leaning closer. For all the worry that she’d had, she found herself so grateful that the pair was back with her, more or less in one piece. And still both breathing. She couldn’t handle any more deaths. Or ghosts, for that matter.

      Syama shook her head, her short black hair glinting in the white light from above. She usually wore it neatly spiked, but today it was in disarray, longer stands drooping over her forehead, much of it plastered flat to one side of her head as if she’d risen from her bed and forgotten to run a brush through it. Now, she thrust her hair away from her face and smirked. “Nope. He went back up to Patala.”

      Vee was more than confused and was beginning to feel a bout of fatigue hitting her. Not unusual considering the extensively long days she’d endured recently. “So Akil didn’t save you.” Vee turned to glare at Akil, but he was looking at Syama as she drew out her retelling of their adventures. He looked tired but was still projecting calm.

      “No. He did save me.”

      “Syama,” both Akil and Vee yelled in unison, Akil rolling his eyes and Vee doing more frowning.

      “Sorry, Akil couldn’t find a way into the dungeon. It was spelled so he couldn’t jump me out. That would have been way too easy of course. In the end, he went back up top and brought reinforcements. He was allowed to return but there was a battle, and I was saved, and now I’m here.”

      “Syama, you do have some concept of a debrief, right?”

      Syama grinned. She knew her behavior would be annoying Vee and she was enjoying it far too much. Then she giggled. “Don’t worry. I’ll send a report to your email. It’s too much to run through here and now. Besides, we’re both tired and need some rest and food.”

      Akil grunted, bringing Vee’s attention back to him. “Took a vow of silence or something?”

      For a moment he looked pained. Then the expression faded, and Vee had to wonder if she’d imagined it. “No. I merely had nothing significant to add. I was certain that Syama would provide a detailed explanation that would suffice.”

      Vee got the feeling that Akil didn’t want to talk about what was bothering him—because Vee knew that there was something he wasn’t yet prepared to say. He’d need time, but Vee planned to get him to talk. She only hoped that it hadn’t been something traumatic.

      Vee was pulled from her introspection by Syama who was waving her hand in front of Vee’s face. “Earth to Vee,” the hellhound said loudly.

      Vee blinked and batted her hand away. “Shut up. You two better get going. You do look rather tired. And you guys stink.” Vee wrinkled her nose at the odor drifting to her from the pair.

      At least that brought a grin from Akil. “It is difficult to find a place to bathe in caves and lava fields and battle trenches.” With that, he reached for Syama’s arm, and the two shimmered for a moment before disintegrating into particles of light.

      Vee had taken a few minutes to absorb what had just happened. First Radhima, and then the terrible twins returning from hell? Things were never normal when it came to Vee’s life.

      Now, under the microscope, Vee was studying the brain matter that her dad had retrieved from her hair. She’d already studied, confirmed, and refrigerated the bhayakara goo.

      She’d sent samples of all her forensic evidence off to be tested for DNA, but now she was busy making slides to analyze the brain structure. Over a long period, they’d been documenting the DNA and brain structure of many of the demons Vee had crossed paths with. It was interesting to compare human brain structure to that of the demonic element—in this case the pey.

      It turned out they were not that much different to humans in physiology. It had surprised Vee to discover that pey had brain matter. The old horror stories told to her by the older people she’d come into contact with, were more along the line of the pey being a devilish creature, more a spirit than a corporeal entity.

      It seemed that the folk tales had evolved in order to decrease the fear, for if humans were to know the truth of the demonic existence, the folk tales would have been filled with a lot more morbid horror.

      As it was, the demons’ banishment to Naraka millennia ago would have contributed to the lack of realism in the tales from the past. No doubt it had been centuries since humans had come into contact with a pey.

      Vee prepared and refrigerated the slides then ordered the tests that she needed done. She would have to process some of the samples herself, but she still had to attend to her FBI tasks.
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      Vee threw on silky purple lounge pants, a teal singlet, and a multi-colored cardigan. Nothing sedate about relaxing clothes. She twisted her long hair into an untidy bun on the top of her head and rolled her shoulders. Relaxing was serious business, and she sure looked the part.

      Right down to her fluffy pink socks.

      After checking Syama’s and Akil’s rooms, she headed downstairs in search of the two shifters. Vee suspected they’d be in the gym and hoped they wouldn’t be training. They damned well better not be, given their conditions.

      She hurried down the stairs, wrapping her cardigan around herself as she entered the cooler climate of the gym.

      Thankfully, neither of the two were working out. Vee felt almost disappointed. She’d been so geared up to tell the two of them off. But all she did was smile when she found them both sitting on the floor, backs to the floor-to-ceiling wall-to-wall mirror.

      “You guys having a party without me?”

      Syama snorted and pointed at a small bag on the floor in front of her. Vee sank down, smoothly moving into a cross-legged position as she opened the bag. Marshmallows, a paper bag with a donut, and a bar of chocolate.

      “Interesting selection,” Vee said smiling as she reached inside to withdraw the donut. Things were so crazy in her life that she realized that the small things were the ones she should appreciate.

      “No.”

      Vee looked up, frowning at Syama, only to find the hellhound pointing beside Vee. A pizza box lay at her side, lid open. “You went to Tony’s?” Syama nodded. “And you bought my favorite.” Vee didn’t waste time lifting a slice of margarita with double cheese and garlic onto her palm. The slice was huge, but she ate, enjoying the low conversation of her two sidekicks as they poured cherry cola and passed her a glass.

      “You guys were craving New York food, I take it?” Vee asked after chewing and swallowing.

      Both nodded. “We didn’t get everything we missed. Still time for more,” Akil said with a grin. His mouth was covered in powdered sugar from the donut and Vee couldn’t decide if she wanted a second slice of pizza or the donut first.

      Instead, Vee sipped the cola, swallowing as fast as she could. She didn’t have the heart to tell Syama that she hated the drink. It tasted like cough medicine to Vee, but she’d mentioned once that she’d loved it as a kid and Syama had believed that was the case in the present too.

      “Now,” said Akil. “Is there something you want to tell us?”

      Vee took another slice and shoved a bite into her mouth, her aim to avoid the topic for as long as possible. But in the end, the pizza was gone, and she stared at the cola, unsure if she could use the drink as a delaying tactic. That was more like torture.

      Syama let out a sigh, and Vee looked up to catch her roll her eyes. “For Yama’s sake, I know you don’t like the stuff. Here,” she grabbed a small bottle of flavored water from the grocery bag at her side and held it out.

      Vee’s eyes narrowed. “You had this all along?” She opened it and took a long sip, relieved to have been saved from having to drink the cola.

      “Yes. I do believe we have reached a point in our relationship where we can be honest with each other.” As Syama spoke, Vee found Akil looking over at her, his expression contemplative and concerned. Vee knew there was a conversation in their future. One that didn’t include Syama.

      “I do believe we are at that point.” Vee grinned and said, “So yes, I hate the stuff. Tastes like cough medicine.” Vee gave a delicate shudder, sending her two friends into bursts of laughter.

      “Good. More for me.” Syama smirked, then lifted her chin at Vee. “So, spill. Or someone else will soon enough.”

      Vee sighed and gave the pair a rundown of bhayakara and pey demons, unknown cigar-smoking voyeurs, deadly cabdrivers, and asshole detectives, not to mention the murder-abduction case. What she didn’t talk about was her mother’s revelation of what Radhima had been through. That was not her story to tell.

      Syama’s mouth was agape. “We leave you alone for a few days, and everything goes to crap?”

      Vee swallowed the temptation to remind the hellhound that her absence had been way more than a couple of days. Instead, she shrugged. “Never let it be said that a day in the life of Vee Shankar was ever boring.”

      “You can say that again,” the hellhound mumbled before reaching for a donut. “One thing is for certain, though…”

      “Which is?” asked Vee.

      “You’re not going anywhere without us from here on out,” Syama said, her eyes glinting.

      Vee didn’t respond. The pair had been tasked with her protection. She didn’t have much of a choice in the matter, but she didn’t feel the need to decline their protection either. So she didn’t respond and ate marshmallows instead.

      A heavy silence fell over the gym, pregnant with so many questions that Vee decided she couldn’t wait any longer. “So. You guys going to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Nothing. Just that we’ve been through a very strange experience and we’re just in recovery mode. But that does not mean we won’t be keeping an eye on you. No shirking of duties here.”

      “Says the person that was out like a light for three hours solid.” Akil’s tone was dry.

      Vee gave a mock gasp, holding her hand in front of her mouth, eyes wide in horror. “You slept for three whole hours?” She was a little surprised as Syama didn’t require much sleep. She tended to pass the time—which Vee spent sleeping—doing other things like reading books to occupy her time. “Are you okay?”

      Akil cleared his throat. “Only the fact that she was captured and interrogated, and almost starved to death over a period of two weeks.”

      Vee lifted her gaze to the owl shifter’s face. He seemed to be taking Syama’s ordeal very hard, but Vee wasn’t surprised. Though the two hadn’t hit it off at their first meeting, they’d formed a fast friendship and had vowed to remain at Vee’s side no matter what. Syama had disappeared without a word, which had worried Vee enough to have to ask Akil to go and look for her.

      Vee opened her mouth to ask what had happened, but Akil got to his feet. “You need to get some rest,” he said. Only when Vee looked up did she realize that he was talking to Syama.

      The hellhound’s eyes widened, flashing with annoyance, but then her irritation faded and she sighed. “Can’t argue with that.” She got to her feet and dusted her butt off. When she bent to gather the detritus of their late-night picnic, Akil brushed her away.

      “Bed,” he said, the syllable ringing through the gym.

      Vee’s eyebrows lifted a little, but she remained silent as Syama wiggled her fingers in a goodnight wave and then shimmered away into nothing.

      Akil was busy filling his bag with empty drink cans, and donut and chocolate bar wrappings.

      “Are you two okay?” Vee asked softly.

      His spine stiffened, and he grabbed the pizza boxes and straightened. Taking a long breath, he turned to Vee. “I’m fine. She’ll be fine.”

      “What is it you are not telling me?” Vee spoke softly, hoping the hurt she felt hadn’t filtered through to her question.

      Akil’s head snapped up, his eyes widened just enough for Vee to know that he had heard. He shook his head. “It’s not that we don’t want to tell you.” He sighed, his eyes casting about as if he was searching out a reason, something that would appease Vee. Then he sighed. “It is a long tale. She has been through a lot. She will tell you. I know it. It is just not my truth to tell.”

      Vee bit her lip, considering Akil’s position. “I understand. I guess I’ll just have to wait until she is ready to talk to me about it.”

      Akil gave a rueful smile. He seemed guarded, as if he wanted to tell Vee, but something held him back.

      Vee walked over to him and patted his shoulder. “You’re a good man, Akil. Syama should be happy to call you a friend. I know I am.” She squeezed his shoulder, then walked over to the stairs. Perhaps it was Syama who had to tell Vee her story herself.

      And Vee would just have to wait.

      No matter how worried Vee was about her hellhound sidekick, no matter how impatient she was to know the details, she had no choice. Syama would come to Vee when she was ready.

      “I wanted to tell you.” Akil’s voice rang out behind Vee. She paused, one foot on the first riser, and looked over her shoulder. “I want to tell you,” he said softly, his face contorted with so many emotions that Vee was unable to put a finger on one that stood out. Frustration, grief, confusion, hurt. The amalgamation of emotional turmoil the kid was experiencing struck Vee deep within her gut.

      Vee forced a smile onto her face and shook her head. “It’s not for you to tell,” Vee said keeping her tone neutral. “She’ll come around in her own time.”

      Akil let out a sigh, the strain on his face and body visibly departing.

      Vee shook her head then. “Just make sure you take good care of her,” Vee said, then hurried up the stairs.

      She heard Akil’s voice as she reached the landing.

      “I am trying, but she’s a pain in the ass.”
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      Vee felt like she had just fallen asleep when her phone buzzed. She groaned as she forced her head off the softness of her pillow—her skull felt too heavy, as if even the muscles in her neck were resisting her efforts to move.

      She reached out at the nightstand—narrowly missed knocking her lamp over—and grabbed the phone, muttering curses at the device. Squinting at the brightly-lit screen, Vee swiped the notification to find a text message from Detective Monroe.

      
        
        Would you be happy to meet?

      

      

      What an odd text? Happy to meet? A frown spread across Vee’s forehead as she sat up and pushed her hair out of her face. She sent a reply asking for a location, and within seconds Monroe named The Lucky Clover, a dingy bar over in Hunts Point. It struck Vee as extremely odd that Monroe would hang out at a bar which Vee knew was frequented by a lot of supernaturals. Mostly of the demon persuasion.

      It occurred to Vee—only momentarily—that Andrea Monroe could possibly be a supernatural herself and Vee would not have known it. It made Vee a little uncomfortable to know that she didn’t qualify as supernatural on a stupid technicality. Although, being a deific being should be better than just being supernatural.

      Vee texted ‘On my way’ and then rolled over and groaned into her pillow. Going out at two in the morning wasn’t something she wanted to do, but she knew a thing or two about fostering good relationships with other law enforcement officers.

      Monroe had always given Vee a hard time—ever since day one—but even now Vee knew it was in her own best interest to meet the detective, if only to find out if everything was okay.

      More especially, in case Monroe had news.

      What news it could be that would require a dead-of-night meeting, Vee could only speculate.

      Rolling out of bed, Vee dragged on her clothing from last night, then tugged her hair into a knot at the base of her skull. She was half-way down the hall when she stopped in her tracks. She couldn’t go without Syama. She needed her sidekick back online. Vee also had to admit that she needed to ensure she remained as safe as possible. Which meant she had to avoid lurking on the city streets in the middle of the night without some sort of protection.

      Vee knocked on Syama’s door, tapping her feet as she waited. A minute passed, and Vee let out a frustrated grunt. She knocked again and glared at the door.

      “One knock will do. Did someone lose their patience today?”

      Vee flinched at the voice that came from next to her left shoulder, sighed deeply, then turned to glare at the hellhound. “Do you have to shock the living daylights out of me?”

      Syama frowned, her nose crinkling. “I never could understand that phrase. What happens if you shock a person in the middle of the night…like now? Is it called living nightlights?”

      Vee heaved a second heavy sigh and grabbed Syama’s arm. “I’m tired, I’m grumpy, and I’m supposed to be dead like two times over already. Please just take me to the Lucky Clover before I knock the living nightlights out of you.”

      Syama chuckled, and her form began to shimmer. Vee held tightly to her arm as the hellhound shifted through the planes and reappeared inside the alley across the road from the Lucky Clover.

      Light flickered from within the bar, and Vee could make out a few darkened shapes hunched over their tables.

      Vee noted, almost absentmindedly, that since the last time she’d been to the bar the owner had seen fit to fix the sign. The C in the fluorescent marquee above the bar had been broken for so long that most people now affectionately referred to the bar as The Lucky Lover.

      Glancing at Syama, Vee did a double-take at the sight of Akil, who looked particularly fresh for that time of the morning, bringing new meaning to the phrase ‘night owl’.

      She opened her mouth to ask him what he was doing there, then thought the better of it. Instead, she threw him a look filled with warning—against what Vee wasn’t exactly sure. He had surprised her after all.

      The trio watched the street for traffic, or anyone who would notice Vee appearing out of thin air. The coast seemed to be clear, and Vee gave Syama the go ahead with a single nod. The hellhound dropped the glamor from over Vee and tugged on her leather jacket. In the time that Syama had become part of Vee’s life, she’d transformed herself, loving the goth/biker look.

      Today she wore black fishnet gloves, black pinstriped skintight pants, chunky black knee-high boots, a purple shirt—most of it covered by the jacket, though Vee knew it would be emblazoned with the name of some rock band that had been famous decades ago. Vee had to hand it to the hellhound; she looked awesome.

      Now, Vee shook a warning finger at Syama, and then glanced at Akil beyond the hellhound’s shoulder. “I need to speak to Monroe. She sounded a little too antsy, so something is bugging her, but I need you two to keep watch. I’ve had two attempts on my person in the last day, so I can’t predict what will happen next.”

      “Define ‘attempts on my person’,” Syama asked, folding her arms.

      Vee sighed. “One attempted murder, weapon long jagged claws and uber-sharp teeth, perps: two pey demons currently dead. One attempted murder, weapon New York City cab, perp: one demon, evaporated into thin air.” Vee eyed the hellhound. “Satisfied?”

      Syama groaned. “Man, I really wish profanity didn’t taste like marigolds, or I’d be swearing right now.”

      “Marigolds?” Vee laughed as she stared at Syama.

      “Yeah. When I was little, my mother used to shove marigold-leaf paste into my mouth. Burns like hell and the taste is disgusting.”

      Vee snorted. “I thought that was supposed to be done with soap? Or, worst case scenario with a chili.”

      Syama smirked. “Nope. Not where I come from. Things are hard down below.”

      Vee shook her head as she gave the street one last check. “Marigolds are hard?” she asked in disbelief, sharing an amused look with Akil, whose face had appeared impassive until Syama’s complaint.

      “Marigolds are the most disgusting flower on the planet. Worse than jasmine.”

      As the trio crossed the street, Vee sent Syama a questioning glance. “I think you may be coming down with something.”

      Syama snorted, reaching for the red-glazed glass door to the entrance to the Lucky Clover. She and Akil had remained glamored the entire time, and any witnesses to Vee’s approach to the bar would have seen only one person. “You can’t make me change my mind. No matter how hard you try,” said the hellhound as she held the door open for Vee, who winced at the sound of the doorbell as it jangled above their heads.

      “Be careful,” growled Vee, keeping her voice low, “You’re invisible so this door just magically opened for me before I even reached it.”

      “Shit. Sorry.”

      Vee didn’t answer, more so because they stepped into a churning mess of noise and heat and alcohol fumes. It all hit Vee like a punch to the head, and she wobbled on her feet. Just the tiniest bit, but enough for Akil to place a helping hand to Vee’s back in support.

      Vee straightened and took a breath, then marched toward the bar—an enormous thing that stuck out in the middle of the floor and ran in a full U-shape, serving customers on both sides of a bar that divided the room in half.

      At the far end sat Monroe, nursing a glass that still contained a finger of a golden liquid. Beyond the bar, Vee noticed the establishment was light on supernaturals. “Wonder where all the demons are,” whispered Syama from Vee’s side.

      “Just one more thing to worry about; fewer demons being something only we would worry about,” Vee muttered as they closed in on Monroe.

      The detective barely glanced up as Vee arrived and took the empty seat beside her. “You okay?” Vee asked, having to raise her voice to be heard. The bartender sauntered over, his plaid shirt and orange beard making him look like a lumberjack just home from a day’s work. Vee pointed at Monroe’s drink, and hoped it was something she’d be able to stomach.

      Monroe looked over at her, the detective’s eyes unusually clear for someone who looked inebriated. She’d called Vee here, sounding weird. And now she looked neither of those things. Vee’s gut tightened as she wondered if this was possibly a setup, and the woman she was talking to was not Monroe.

      Then the detective cleared her throat, waved at the bartender for another drink and glanced back at Vee. “Heard about the cab incident.” She sounded like she was saying she was sorry, but the words and the tone of her voice didn’t jell.

      “Gianni told you?”

      “Yeah. The shithead came upstairs just as we were rounding things up. Stood in the doorway giving us a rundown of how he saved your pretty ass.”

      Vee snorted. “As much as I’d have liked to say that he hadn’t saved me, he did. Although I’m not ruling out the possibility that he set the whole thing up to put me off balance.”

      Monroe grunted as she lifted her glass and swirled the amber liquid in the glass. “Yeah. Come swooping in and save the nice FBI agent and then win the jurisdiction battle.”

      The detective downed the remainder of her drink and slammed the glass onto the bare wood surface of the bar counter.

      “I hate to say it, but I wouldn’t put it past him. Or his sleazy pretty-boy partner.”

      Vee sighed as she scanned the area around them again. Syama had remained at Monroe’s back, calmly scanning the thin crowd. Akil had drifted to Vee’s right-hand side, protecting her from an approach from that direction. If people noticed that they were unconsciously giving the area behind Monroe and Vee a wide berth, they didn’t say anything.

      “What’s up?” Monroe eyed Vee, only half-turning to her. The bartender brought two drinks and deposited one in front of each of the women, then walked off.

      “Didn’t know you drank.” When Vee lifted her glass and threw Monroe a curious glance, the detective replied, “Thought you guys weren’t allowed to drink.”

      Vee chuckled. “Think you got your brown people mixed up.” Then she took a sip and enjoyed the warmth of the liquid as it slipped down her throat.

      “Must have. Sorry.”

      Vee glanced over at Monroe—surprised the detective had apologized—and what she saw was confusion and contrition. Interesting how Vee had worked with the woman for so many months, and the pair had never progressed past their encounters at their crime-scenes and the odd phone-call that amounted to little more than a report or an update of some sort.

      Vee had to admit that she herself had been prejudiced, assuming after a couple of meetings that Monroe was one of those women who felt threatened by other women in power and that she’d be more of an opponent than an ally. So, could she really judge Monroe now?

      Monroe let out a soft bark of laughter, but the sound was anything but amused. “Those DNA results. That’s just bullshit.”

      “What do you mean?” Vee asked taking another sip before sharing a worried glance with Syama over the detective’s shoulder. Did Monroe suspect something was jinky with the results? Vee had told Brent more than once that one day someone was going to figure out something was wrong with those results. She’d suggested they do their own testing in all of the cases, even obtain warrants to force the cops to part with samples for testing at an independent lab. But Rossi had believed they were fine. As long as we are careful, he’d said.

      Now Vee had to wonder if careful hadn’t been enough.

      “Monroe?” Vee nudged the detective’s arm.

      Monroe looked up at Vee, widening her eyes as if she were forcing herself to remain awake. “There wasn’t enough tissue under her fingernails to get a conclusive match. And that’s bullshit. I saw it myself when they scraped her hands. There was enough. I saw it—I’m not imagining things.” She paused and took another sip before slamming her glass onto the bar. “There was enough. So what’s this crap?”

      “And?” urged Vee. She wasn’t sure if Monroe was playing her, holding the knowledge over her. All Vee had to do to clear it up was to message Brent, and she’d have her answer in seconds, but she forced herself to remain calm and patient.

      Monroe sipped her drink again and coughed before wiping her mouth off on her sleeve. “And the hair samples? You won’t believe it—” Monroe broke off, laughing again, the sound loud enough that Vee noticed a few patrons glancing their way. Monroe hiccupped. “They came back dead. No DNA? You telling me that two full, intact, uncontaminated hair samples that did not belong to the victim just happened to not have sufficient DNA on them to identify at least something about the killer?”

      Vee was amazed that the detective had managed to speak such a long sentence in her state of inebriation, but she schooled her features to one of understanding and sympathy.

      Monroe shook her head, eyed Vee out of the corner of her eye. Then she pointed at Vee.

      “And you? You’re suspicious.”

      Oh shit.
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      Vee’s heart thudded as she waited to hear what else Monroe had to say, waited for the detective to admit that she was onto Vee, that she knew what Vee was, and what she’d been hiding.

      Vee took another sip to buy herself some time.

      Monroe laughed, the sound gurgling in her throat. “You think one day you’ll ever tell me how you do it?” Monroe asked, eyeing Vee out of the corner of her eye.

      Swallowing a sigh of relief, Vee responded, “Maybe. I don’t know.” She shrugged.

      Monroe snorted then started to giggle. Vee reached over and patted her shoulder. “You need to get home. Get some rest. I don’t think the next few days are going to be easy on any of us. Not until we find that missing woman. Two lives are at stake.”

      “Did you get the report?”

      “That the house gave us nothing?” Vee nodded. “Yeah. If that was a dead end, then we look elsewhere. They went to the hotel for some mother-daughter time. Means they weren’t into anything criminal.”

      “Not that we know of.”

      Vee nodded. “Anything else we need to know, I’m sure it can wait until tomorrow.”

      “And if he kills her tonight?”

      Vee paused and took a breath. “If that does happen, if we do lose her or the baby or both of them, then we have to accept that there wasn’t anything we could have done at the time. We have no clue as to motive. We have no idea where he went or where he is keeping her. At the moment, it’s out of our hands. Go home. Rest. Look at it fresh in the morning. You’re of no use to anyone, including Lucy and her baby, if you don’t take care of yourself. Drunk detectives don’t often have a high success rate, you know.”

      Monroe shrugged Vee’s hand off her shoulder. “Think I don’t know all this bullshit?”

      “Then what’s wrong? Why the self-pity?”

      “It’s not self-pity.” Monroe turned to stare at Vee. “Have you ever seen something that you didn’t think was possible, but you knew in your gut it was real?”

      Vee’s own gut tightened in response to the woman’s words. Was Monroe suspicious about what Vee was? What she could do? Had she somehow realized that Vee’s ability was not necessarily based on plain old human deduction?

      Vee felt a poke in her ribs and glanced back in the direction of Akil who’d likely prodded her just to pull Vee out of her worried introspection. The sirin gave her a pointed look and Vee shifted in her seat, then glanced back at Monroe.

      The detective was frowning at Vee. Then she turned to look beyond Vee, and stared directly at Akil for a few, painfully long moments. After what seemed like an eternity, Monroe turned back to Vee. “What were you staring at?”

      “Nothing. It’s just the bar is on the empty side.”

      Monroe shrugged. “You familiar with this place?”

      “Came here once, a while back. Was way busier then.”

      “Yeah. I think they had some kind of corporate buyout or something. The bar changed hands recently.”

      That explained the fixed letter C.

      Vee pursed her lips and nodded, interested but aware of the late hour—or early depending on the way you look at it—and she was tired, Monroe was drunk, and the ratio of demons to humans in the bar leaned dangerously toward non-human. Vee had no clue as to the allegiance of the new owner, which meant the best thing to do now was to get the hell out of there.

      Syama seemed to think so too. She shifted closer to Vee. “Let’s get her out of here. Some of these guys are not the kind you want to meet in a dark alley.”

      “Not to mention that we seem to be drawing a bit too much attention,” Akil murmured softly. Vee noticed his hand shift toward his hip, fingers closing around the hilt of his narrow-bladed sword.

      Vee frowned and then got to her feet. At some point, she’d drained her glass, but she couldn’t recall when. She tossed a few bills onto the bar and stared at Monroe. “Coming? Either I help you out of here, or you can get one of these creeps here to take you home. I’m not sure you’ll be happy if that happens.”

      Monroe let out a soft bark of laughter. “Funny. I’m not the type these guys are looking for. That’s more your area.”

      Vee lifted her eyebrow.

      “What I meant to say was—”

      “Save it for when I get you home.” Vee began to walk off, leaving Monroe to trail behind her looking a little too much like a lost puppy. They left the bar and hurried across the road and back into the darkness of the alley.

      A light fixed to a wall above them cast a fluorescent glow on the front end of the alley, and the women headed deeper into the shadows. Syama was already throwing her glamor over them when a shout erupted from the street. A small group of men had left the bar, and one glance over her shoulder confirmed they were after her and Monroe.

      “C’mon hellhound, do your thing,” Vee muttered giving Syama a glare.

      “Don’t call me that,” Syama replied through gritted teeth. Monroe teetered between the hellhound, and Akil who was rolling his eyes, and began to shimmer away.

      Vee hadn’t yet had time to coax Monroe’s address out of her, but the sound of rushing boots on the sidewalk told her they were out of time.

      But, before Vee could tell Syama to hurry, the hellhound had already transported them to the garage at Vee’s house. They materialized only to have Monroe pass out in a heap on the floor.

      “Crap. Good thinking getting us here. I have no idea where she lives.”

      “Wallet?” suggested Syama.

      Vee was barely paying attention to her as she rifled through the detective’s pockets. She found the woman’s wallet and flicked through the cards before waving one at Syama. Then she read out an address that straddled Harlem and Morningside Heights. Vee found herself extremely grateful that she didn’t need to bother with ordering a ride every time she needed to go places. She’d missed the ease of travel that she’d experienced since Syama had arrived and vowed never to take the hellhound—or the sirin—for granted.

      As Syama and Akil lifted Monroe off the floor in preparation for the jump, a piece of paper fluttered to the ground. Vee was about to tell the two to wait, but again the hellhound was too fast. They materialized inside Monroe’s front room, and almost collapsed under the dead weight of the woman.

      Syama and Akil staggered a few steps and dropped Monroe onto the nearest sofa where the detective sank against the cushions and let out a loud snore.

      Vee grinned. “Right. Let’s get outta here.”

      “She’s going to be super confused when she wakes up.” Syama was smiling as she reached for Vee’s hand.

      “Let’s hope we can get away with telling her we drove her home after she passed out,” Vee said.

      Syama shimmered, and Vee watched in fascination as her own arm took on the strange, almost liquid, luminescent quality that Syama possessed when she jumped. They left Akil to jump on his own, and Syama transported her and Vee back home, landing in Vee’s bedroom.

      “Door to bed delivery, any hour of the day.”

      Vee chuckled as Syama turned on her heel and sauntered out into the hall. Outside the window, morning was beginning to brighten the skies, gray light peeking in at the sides of the drapes.

      Vee yawned and kicked off her shoes. She was shrugging out of her jacket when she remembered the piece of paper that had fallen from Monroe’s pocket. Curious, Vee left her room and hurried downstairs, locating the paper on the garage floor within seconds. It turned out to be a business card.

      On one side was a black and red drawing of a lotus, and on the back were contact details for a person named Howard. Vee frowned. What the heck was the card for? No company name, no address, just a name and a phone numbers.

      Interesting.

      Vee tucked the business card into her back pocket and headed upstairs. Undressing, she padded to her dresser to grab a pen and a post-it note. She wrote a message on one and stuck it on her room door.

      Then she dived under the covers and prayed that anyone who dared to come to her room would heed her warning.

      
        
        5.05am: I’m going to bed. Disturb me at your peril. Much love, V
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      Two days had passed since they’d discovered the abduction of Lucy and her unborn baby, and as yet no law enforcement agency in the entire state had managed to uncover a thread of evidence that could even suggest where she’d been taken.

      Vee had woken up late, checked her phone to discover no messages from Karan about new demon killers on the loose. She did find an update from Brent confirming that he’d fixed all the tests and autopsy reports and that things were fine.

      They weren’t.

      Vee had rung him back almost instantly and had alerted Brent as well as Rossi that Monroe was suspicious. She warned them again that tampering with the reports was going to tip someone off. She repeated her suggestion that going forward they procure their own portions of samples for independent testing—and strongly suggested they be sent to Shankar Industries so Vee herself could spearhead the forensic investigation of that evidence.

      Vee didn’t enlighten her boss that she was currently redirecting some evidence to her own lab for testing. That was one of those I’ll-deal-with-it-when-the-shit-hits-the-fan things.

      She’d previously encouraged Rossi to destroy the evidence the forensic techs picked up and even though Monroe’s rant about it last night highlighted the danger, destruction of the evidence prior to testing made better sense than tampering with reports after the fact.

      Rossi assured Vee that he’d set something up as soon as possible.

      Vee’s other message was more along the lines of something she preferred to see. Nivaan’s voicemail had advised her to be prepared for a night out on the town, that he’d booked a table at Eduardo’s in Manhattan, and that jeans was acceptable but that a little fancy won’t hurt.

      She smiled as she messaged him back, confirming his request for a date.

      Request indeed.

      Vee headed over to her lab at Shankar Industries and had immersed herself in studying the samples of pey brain she’d prepared the previous day. She’d paused only when she’d identified the existence of a parasitic virus that seemed to live inside the brain of the pey demon.

      After considering various options, she began to suspect that she’d be able to create a bio-weapon based on that virus. Perhaps it would be considered unethical, but Vee believed she’d only ever use such a weapon in defense of the innocent.

      As the hours passed, Vee found herself filled with glee. She’d taken a chance creating a virus that would attack the pey’s immune system. And with the R&D divisions magic-supported equipment, the wait time until the average virus was ready for testing—anything from six to ten weeks—was vastly decreased. By the end of the day, Vee was particularly thrilled to see that the virus growth rate predicted it would be ready within the next day or so.

      Perhaps tomorrow, she’d have something to take to the head of R&D for testing consideration.

      When Vee finally grabbed her bag and looked at her watch, she found that the day had gone by faster than she’d thought.

      And she had a date with a certain lion shifter.
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        * * *

      

      In the midst of everything that was happening, everything that had happened to her in the course of the last twenty-four hours, Vee was questioning the wisdom of doing something as mundane as having dinner.

      With her boyfriend.

      When was there ever time for such a thing as romance at a time like this?

      Syama had kept Vee company while she’d dressed, and though the hellhound had insisted that she and Akil go with Vee, she’d eventually relented after Vee reminded her that her boyfriend was a dangerous, powerful lion shifter, capable of ripping a human in half if provoked.

      Vee was jogging down the stairs in her bare feet, patting the pockets of her jeans for her phone. “Back pocket,” came a low baritone from the lounge as she passed.

      “Ugh, thanks, Dad. I swear my brain is like a sieve right now.”

      Her dad snorted. “That’s what you call not having enough sleep.”

      “Sleep is for the weak,” she said as she checked her phone in case Nivaan had bailed on her. Coward that she was, she’d been hoping he would, but she had no messages to that effect.

      
        
        Dinner plans canceled but I’ll be picking you up. Have a surprise for you.

      

      

      Vee’s eyebrows rose, her curiosity piqued.

      Pocketing her phone, she hurried to the basement, her Dad’s footsteps echoing after her. He loitered on the threshold as she rifled through the shelves in search of a handful of small weapons she could hide on her person.

      “Did Mac drop off my daggers?” Vee asked as she slipped a wide leather band around her wrist. The band was filled with needles which —depending on where she inserted them— she could use to either paralyze or kill an attacker. The needles were for close combat only, and she’d only ever used them as a last resort. She had her trishula, which hung over her shoulder, glamored to appear to onlookers as though it were a backpack, not to mention her daggers which she usually slid into her boots.

      Only today, she wasn’t wearing boots.

      Raj cleared his throat. “He dropped by around midday. The package is on that counter over there.” He pointed behind her.

      Vee headed across the narrow room to the opposite counter, making a beeline for a small box. Mac had promised to have them ready two weeks ago but hadn’t communicated with her as to when he’d deliver them. She’d almost given up with patience and had been close to picking up the phone and telling Mac she’d pick them up if he wasn’t comfortable coming by. She did understand his reluctance though. She wasn’t that selfish.

      She retrieved the set of six stiletto blades that Mac had been working on for her. He’d explained how, with their super thin handles, they would easily be mistaken for hair sticks. Alternatively, they could be inserted into narrow hemlines and jacket seams. Today, she slid them into hidden pockets on the inner seams of her jeans.

      They were mainly throwing knives, cheaply made and untraceable so that she could leave them behind at a scene without fear of being tracked through the materials used in production. The wood of the handles had been coated with an oil resistant resin ensuring Vee would never leave a fingerprint on them.

      All ready, Vee turned to face her dad. “How do I look?” She held out her hands, waiting.

      “That pink top looks nice,” he said, hesitating on the color.

      Vee rolled her eyes. “Cerise, Dad. The color is called cerise. Where have you been in the last decade?” She grinned and went to him to give him a hug.

      The reference to where he’d been was one the both of them had begun to use as a means of breaking the tension. Because with him there was always tension.

      Ever since he’d been returned to them, it had felt as though there was something holding him away from them, not so much physically but emotionally.

      Vee understood that he would be suffering from a serious case of PTSD, but her offer of helping him find a counselor had been met with an emphatic ‘No’ each time.

      “He’s been good to you?” Her dad’s voice broke into her thoughts, and she glanced over at him.

      “Yeah,” Vee smiled, thinking of Nivaan and how their relationship had developed over the last few months.

      “No. I meant Mac.” There was an indefinable note to her father’s voice, one that cut deep into Vee’s heart. She felt as though her answer would mean she’d betrayed her father but if she lied, if she denied her love for Mac then that would amount to almost the same thing.

      “Yes,” she said, deciding honesty was the way to go. She gave her dad a wry smile. “I wasn’t a very nice teenager. Messed up, angry with the world, with Mom. Mac…calmed me down, gave me direction.”

      Her dad nodded at that, then turned to leave as if that answer had been entirely satisfactory, only his face revealed something else that she couldn’t understand.

      She followed him out into the hall. “Dad?” she called out. He paused in the hall and turned to her. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. Saying that I loved Mac…it doesn’t mean I don’t love you.”

      Her dad smiled and came toward her. “I know that. I wasn’t here, and he was. I’m grateful that he took such good care of you for all these years. Even when your mom….” He looked away, as though unsure how to complete the sentence.

      Vee patted him on the back. “Mom has her own issues. She never got over you. When Mac came along, she was happy, but only for a time. It was as if her longing for you wouldn’t allow her to move on. I want to think it was instinct, that somehow she knew you were still alive, that she was waiting for you to come back home.”

      Her dad smiled and pinched Vee’s cheek. “You always know what to say, huh?” He sighed and held her around the shoulders, leading her upstairs. “Someday soon, your Mom is going to have to talk to me about that herself.”

      Vee turned and pinched his cheek in retaliation, winking as she said, “Nothing is stopping you from going to her, you know. That company still belongs to you. Your offices and labs are all still there. Get a good night’s sleep and head out in the morning. Start fresh and let us know you’re okay. And if you’re not okay, then that’s okay too. Just don’t keep it to yourself.”

      Her dad smiled. “Such wisdom from one so young.”

      Vee rolled her eyes and hurried to fetch her shoes. She balanced on one foot at a time as she slipped the red stilettos on. Just in time too, as the doorbell began to ring. Her dad was at the door in light seconds, opening it to bestow his usual death glare upon poor Nivaan.

      “Come on, Dad!”

      Vee offered her dad her own death glare, but he pretended not to notice as he ushered Nivaan inside and shut the door. She waited as the usually awkward silence between the men thawed to almost comfortable, before being unable to take it anymore.

      Vee was just opening her mouth to inquire at the change in venue for their dinner when Nivaan lifted a finger, silencing her as he stared downward. She hesitated then followed his gaze to where it was focused: at her feet.

      “You can’t wear those.” His tone was admonishing, and almost parental.

      What the what?

      Vee’s eyes widened. Nivaan had never behaved like the overbearing boyfriend prone to mansplaining, but this instruction hovered on the line. “Err…why not? Pretty sure I’m capable of making shoe choices on my own. Or do you not like red stilettos?” She lifted one eyebrow, her expression icy.

      Nivaan grinned mischievously. “I like red stilettos. Actually, I love red stilettos…especially when you’re wearing them.” Vee gave him a harsh glare, and he paused, shared an uncomfortable glance with her dad, then he said, “What I meant to say was that, as perfect as your shoe choice is, they may not be as comfortable to walk in where we’re going.”

      Vee’s hands moved to her hips of their own accord, and she had to force them back down. She refused to appear a fishwife. “So where are you taking me?”

      “I hope you’re going to like it. The city is holding a cross-cultural promotional parade tonight. People of all shapes, sizes, and colors all mingling in the streets of New York. It will be glorious.” Nivaan ended his oration with such an excited grin that even Vee’s dad cracked a smile.

      Vee laughed. “If that’s the case, red stilettos won’t do.” She toed off the heels and grabbed them from the floor. As she whirled and scurried up the stairs, she yelled, “Be back in a sec.”

      Then she paused at the top step to send them each a warning glare.

      “I’m hungry, and I need to eat. So, don’t kill each other, okay?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 75

          

        

      

    

    
      She’d left the two men in the hall alone and all the way to her room she wondered if that had been a mistake. They’d been circling each other for almost a month now, and Vee wondered if it had to do with the fact that Nivaan was a mahabidala.

      She knew her dad had been involved in paranormal-related investigations—though more on the magical side than the hunting of them—but knowing that lion shifters exist and accepting when your daughter is dating one were two different things.

      Hurrying into her room, Vee snagged her walking boots and a pair of comfy socks. She also changed her jacket for one with a thicker down.

      She was about to head out the door when a voice stopped her. “You forgot to take a hat.” Radhima stood at Vee’s drawer and smiled at her.

      Vee paused. “Where have you been?”

      “Around. Thinking.” The old woman had a sad, far-off look on her face.

      “Are you feeling better now?”

      Another smile. “Getting there.”

      Vee nodded. “And I don’t need a hat. Stop nagging.”

      “I’m not nagging. It’s going to get cold. You should cover up, especially since you’re still healing from your injuries. If it were up to me, I’d have you in bed with a book and a cup of hot chocolate, not gallivanting around town with a boy.”

      Vee rolled her eyes. “I’m getting nagged by a ghost?”

      The ghost snorted. “I know what I’m talking about. Take the hat.” Vee grunted and turned on her heel, fully intending to ignore the old woman. “If you don’t, I’ll come with you. Three’s company, right?”

      Letting out a low growl, Vee stormed to the chest and grabbed a beanie from the drawer. She shoved it into her pocket, aware of the urge to stamp her feet— she wasn’t sure if she should be annoyed or amused at her reaction.

      Instead, she looked over at her grandmother. “Happy now?”

      “Quite.”

      Vee turned on her heel and headed out of the room. On the threshold, she paused and looked over her shoulder. “By the way, Nivaan is not a boy. He’s a grown-ass man.”

      As she walked off, she had to suppress a bark of laughter. She could have sworn her grandmother’s ghost had mumbled something about Vee having it wrong and that Nivaan was a grown man with a great ass.

      The old woman never failed to surprise Vee.

      Vee hurried back downstairs and found herself interrupting a somewhat passionate conversation about baseball teams. She grabbed Nivaan by the shoulders and physically turned him around. “Come on you big lunk. I know about you men when you talk about sports. You’ll be standing here all night.”

      Nivaan allowed her to turn him around and spoke over his shoulder as he went, “But you love sports too.”

      “Yeah, I love sports too. But when men argue about sports, they can go around and around in circles for hours just for the heck of it. I wanted a night in, but you wanted to brave the city streets. So, let’s go before I make you go yourself.”

      Nivaan headed outside and huffed. “Have you ever read Taming of the Shrew?”

      In response, Vee slapped Nivaan on the side with the back of her hand. Nivaan grabbed his gut and faked a pained ‘ouch’ before dissolving into laughter. With a long-suffering sigh, Vee muttered, “I’m dating a child,” then slammed the door to the sound of her father’s chuckles.

      Vee was smiling as she descended the stairs. Nivaan had gone silent. He’d reached the sidewalk and was looking up at the house. “How’s he doing?” he asked, his expression almost indiscernible in the gathering darkness.

      “You heard him laughing.” Vee smiled, tucking her fingers into her pockets as she stared at the house too. “I think he’s mending. He seems to be getting better each day.”

      “He’s come a long way,” Nivaan said as he hurried to his Jeep.

      Vee climbed in and fastened the seatbelt. “I think he needs help from a PTSD perspective. He’s been through so much, a lot of which we have no idea about because he won’t tell us what happened to him when he fell into the vortex.”

      “Does he appear emotionless or hurt?”

      “Lack of emotion, definitely. And there’s a sadness in his eyes. Whatever happened to him, he’s protecting himself from the pain. And I think he’s hurting because of Radhima. I think he feels responsible for her death somehow.”

      Nivaan smiled as he drove them through the streets. “You should become a therapist.”

      Vee snorted. “Yeah. Like I need a hole in the head.”

      The drive over to downtown was peppered with banter and light ribbing, which Vee decided had been good fun.

      After parking—Nivaan used a friend’s space at a nearby parking garage—they strolled the few blocks to where the parade was in full force. Floats were gliding down the street, and boisterous crowds threw confetti and streamers in no specific direction.

      Gilded polystyrene dragons followed garish skulls and women dressed in tall headdresses. Those followed a giant statue of an archangel which trailed a float containing a papier mâché effigy of the god Ganesh with his rounded belly and curling elephant trunk.

      It was a hodgepodge of religious and cultural presentations that Vee assumed the city hoped would encourage cohesion amongst the different ethnic groups. For what it was worth, Vee believed the plan could work.

      As they weaved through the crowd, the street lamps flickered on, throwing myriad colored lights onto the passing crowds who sent up a cheer.

      Vee glanced over at Nivaan and grinned. There was no point in talking with the barrage of sounds around them, from music to chanting to yelling.

      As she studied his smiling face, Vee wondered at people’s perceptions. Nivaan was a respected doctor, with a reputation of skill that was unparalleled. He was also a lion shifter—a mahabidala—a thing from folk tales and horror stories. How many of the people walking this particular street would shriek in horror or turn on him if they knew what he was? The thought turned her stomach as she stared at him, recognizing his vulnerability. People were not ready to know the truth, to know they shared their streets, their workplaces, and even their governments with supernaturals.

      Nivaan’s voice in her ear made Vee jump. “Hungry?” he yelled.

      She winced and shook her head while sticking a finger in her ear and rubbing it hard. She hated anyone talking in her ear. Touching her ears came a close second.

      She took Nivaan’s offered hand, and they weaved through the crowd toward the food carts that lined one side of the street. The variety of food was astounding and Vee was spoiled for choice.

      “Dim sum or buffalo wings?” he asked as he too scanned the selection.

      “Both,” Vee replied with a grin.

      Nivaan nodded, and they headed down the line to make their choices and wait for their orders.

      As they took their snacks and drinks and began to walk away from the food area, Nivaan bent close to Vee, and with a grin on his face he asked, “You do know we’re being followed, right?”

      Vee blinked. She wanted to say something smart, like ‘of course, check your two o’clock and my six’ but she had nothing. Even with her FBI training—and her Apsara skills—she was so exhausted that she’d lapsed in her awareness of her surroundings.

      When he straightened, Nivaan said, “Don’t worry. I’m not sure a non-shifter could have detected them.”

      Vee had to acknowledge that despite her skills she didn’t have the nose to track a stalker the way animal shifters like Nivaan did. Not that it made her feel any better.

      “How did you know?” she asked as she chewed dim sum that was now tasteless.

      “One of them passed us by a few too many times. Amateur move. I got his scent, so it didn’t take me long to figure out what they were doing. They’re tag-teaming positions which is quite amusing because all it did was make it easier for me to connect the two scents.”

      “No doubt they have no clue you are what you are,” Vee said, smirking.

      “Good thing too, or I wouldn’t have made them.”

      Vee forced herself to focus on her food. Stalkers or not, she’d deal with them soon enough. Crumpling the wrappers, she looked around for a trashcan only to find the papers taken from her by Nivaan, who added them to his pile and tossed them into large trash receptacle a few feet behind him.

      When he turned back to her, he said, “Now what? Want to draw them into a dark alley somewhere?”

      Vee pursed her lips. “I think I quite like that idea.”

      “I didn’t mean you.”

      Vee’s eyes narrowed as she glared at him.

      “Be nice,” he warned before she spoke.

      Vee huffed and pasted a sweet smile on her face. “I’m fully capable of taking them down.”

      “How about we catch them off guard, but let them believe you don’t know you’re being followed?”

      Vee sighed and nodded. It was a good plan and would help bring whoever it was now stalking her out into the open. If they believed a third party was onto them while Vee remained ignorant of their presence, they may relent and leave her alone.

      She nodded, grinning as if she was having the time of her life. Then she said, “Selfie time? Could be we could get some well-timed accidental photobombs that Brent can run for an ID.”

      Nivaan nodded, and the pair proceeded to take almost a dozen photographs in front of various floats and at a number of different angles. Vee’s stalkers were ignorant of the fact that both of them had been caught on camera, both staring right at Vee at the time.

      “Lemme see.” Vee waved at Nivaan to hand over the phone and grinned, this time the smile genuine. “Got you, you bastards.”

      Nivaan smiled too in order to keep up the act. Then he linked arms with her and said, “Wanna clue me in on why someone is following you?”

      “Oh. Probably because someone wants to kill me.”
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      “What?” Nivaan’s steps slowed, but Vee tightened her grip on his hand and pulled him along.

      “Day before yesterday, after I went to a murder scene, I was almost run down by a cab. But the driver magically disappeared. I suspected something was up, but these guys they have tailing me, just make me sure now that someone is after me.” Vee felt Nivaan’s grip on her hand tighten. She didn’t think he realized that his own fear and anger were being transmitted to her through a grip that was close to breaking her fingers.

      “Honeybuns?” she said, tilting her head close to him. Nivaan glanced over at her, amusement lifting the corners of his eyes. “Please don’t break my fingers,” she said with a sweet smile.

      “Oh shit. Sorry, Vee.” Nivaan let go of her fingers then began to manipulate her bones and joints.

      “Nivaan?” Vee’s voice rose with the question as the pair reached the edge of the festive crowd.

      He looked up. “What?”

      “What are you doing?” Vee asked, staring at his hands.

      “Checking if I’ve broken anything.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Do I have a fragile sticker taped across my forehead? I don’t break that easy. And besides, you’d know if you broke my fingers. I wouldn’t be walking along with a smile on my face.”

      Nivaan pursed his lips and appeared to consider her words. Then he shook his head. “I don’t believe so. I know you. You’d be all concerned about my feelings, and you’d hide the pain and slink home without telling me. I don’t trust you.”

      Vee studied him for a moment. “Good point.”

      Nivaan smirked, and they turned the corner onto a quieter street. The noise of music and celebration still echoed toward them and would mask any sounds of an attack. Vee had to remind herself that the attack in question could also be carried out on her.

      She put herself on high alert, scanning the street and listening to every step behind her.

      There, two sets of footsteps followed about a dozen yards back.

      Nivaan leaned closer to Vee. “This alleyway should do.”

      Vee nodded and followed his lead. “You do your shifter thing, and I’ll be bait?” she said softly.

      Nivaan opened his mouth, and Vee had a feeling he was about to tell her to stay somewhere safe. But something in his eyes changed as he looked at her, and she wondered if it may have been as a result of the death glare that she’d sent him.

      “Fine. Get back in the shadows. Beneath that fire escape.”

      “Okay. And I’m human bait, okay. I don’t really want to show them my power. It’s better I appear vulnerable, so consider me your damsel in distress.”

      Nivaan grinned. “Whatever the lady requires,” he said dipping his head in a short bow.

      Vee snorted and watched as he shimmered into nothing, pulling his glamor over himself within seconds.

      Just in time too, as the two men turned the corner. Vee watched them as she stood there at the back of the alley, taking up a position where she’d have plenty of space to work with if she found herself in a life or death situation.

      She began to pace, appearing to have not seen the oncoming men. They’d grown bold, following like this. It made Vee wonder if perhaps they didn’t know what her powers were. All the more reason to not come out guns—or rather trishula, daggers, and needles—blazing.

      They were close now, and she glanced up at them. “What do you want?” she asked, inserting a short quaver of fear into her voice.

      The first man, whose mustache appeared to be the size of a small rodent, swaggered closer. “You just making this easy for us, aren’t you?” he sneered as he came to a stop to look her up and down. He had a thug feel with his ripped jacket, low-riding jeans and baseball cap on back to front. In his hand, he held a gun, a match to the one his partner now had trained on Vee. Guns? So perhaps these guys were not of the supernatural flavor if they were carrying around human weapons.

      “Ed, just remember we need to bring her in. Dead, we don’t get no payment.” The second guy, similarly dressed though he was portly to his partner’s skinny and had a glistening dark head. He glanced over at Rat-stache—or rather, Ed—pointedly staring until he received an agreement. Although Baldy had kept his voice low, Vee had heard every word, having strengthened that power years ago.

      “Shut your mouth. She’ll hear you.”

      “Yeah. She’s got super-hearing now?”

      Ed grunted and met Vee’s gaze as she backed away, her eyes widened with what she hoped looked like fear. She’d hate to have come across looking like she was demonic or demented. “Leave me alone. You don’t want to mess with me. My guy…he’ll kill you two.”

      “What? You’re concerned about our lives now?” Ed asked, his tone mocking.

      “I’m telling you. He’ll tear you guys apart.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you bitches will say anything to save your asses—”

      “Did it occur to you that perhaps the bitch in question would not want to be accosted by two assholes like you?” said a voice from the darkness above.

      A large dark shape moved, flitting from the third level fire-escape on the right-hand wall, almost gliding over to the landing closest to Vee.

      Vee’s attackers turned their attention to Nivaan, both staring up at his shadowed form.

      Ed shifted his gaze for an instant to catch his partner staring too. “Watch her,” he yelled then turned his gaze back up. But that second of inattention had been his undoing. Nivaan swooped down on him, wrapped an arm around his neck and lifted him off the ground in a leap for the opposite fire escape.

      Ed yelled, and his partner shuffled in place in front of Vee. She wanted to laugh at the sight of his face as he watched her, all the while looking like he desperately wanted to check on his partner.

      He shifted his head, so his mouth was angled in Nivaan’s direction. “Ed? You okay?”

      A muffled grunt emanated from the darkness, and Nivaan landed on the ground beside Baldy. The thug let out a yell, shaking his gun first at Vee and then at Nivaan. “Stay where you are,” he shouted, spit flying from his mouth. “What did you do with Ed?”

      Nivaan smiled and walked further into the shadows. “Oh, you don’t have to worry about Ed. He’s just hanging around. But maybe Ed’s safety is dependent on what you have to tell me?”

      “What?” the man stuttered, his gaze going up to the side of the building again, then back at Nivaan. Vee followed the man’s gaze and bit back a laugh. Somehow, Nivaan had managed to string Ed up, tying him to one of the corners of the overhanging fire-escape landings. He was fully capable of reaching up for the grilled overhang, but any movement of his hands could loosen him from the rope around his arms.

      Vee lifted an eyebrow and stared at Nivaan, impressed.

      Baldy turned back to Nivaan. “Let him down, or I’m going to shoot your brains out.”

      “Can you even see me to aim? And you wouldn’t want a bullet to rebound and hit the woman, would you? She’s a little too valuable for such reckless behavior, don’t you think?”

      The woman?

      So Nivaan was playing at being someone else who was hunting Vee down. She hid a smile and watched her remaining attacker weigh his options.

      Still aiming the gun at the shadows, he said, “What do you want?”

      “You know what I want. I want to know who sent you? Who are you working for?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know? Someone must have hired you two assholes. Sent you instructions, paid you.”

      “Oh yeah, yeah that. Ed was in charge of that.”

      “You better know something, or after Ed falls, you’re next.”

      “Okay, okay man, it was on the dark web. It’s a site that puts up bios and photographs of people. It’s like a bounty hunter site. You take the job, find and deliver the target, and the money is there for you at the handover location.”

      “But these people are innocent, and you’re just going around and rounding them up? For someone you don’t even know?” Nivaan’s voice rose.

      “Look man, I just do the job. Who knows what these people have done. That’s not my business. But her—” he pointed at Vee, “—they said she’s a pedophile who preys on kids. Passes herself off as a schoolteacher.”

      Vee’s stomach churned, and she felt like she was about to throw up. Somewhere out there on the web was a profile that claimed she was a sexual predator?

      Beyond Ed’s clueless partner, Vee caught sight of a shadow flickering at the entrance of the alley. Nivaan didn’t seem to have noticed, but Vee had. She blinked, not sure she’d seen it correctly.

      A flurry of darkened feathers whirled in a mist made of gray and silver light. And yet the sight of the form sent a chill deep into Vee’s heart. She wasn’t sure what she’d seen. Perhaps she’d imagined the tall, hunched form, the narrow scrawny neck. Perhaps she’d imagined the glassy dark eyes staring out at her from a feathered body, black as night.

      She shivered, but before she could warn Nivaan, bring his attention to the oncoming threat—one that Vee felt was actually worse than these two dark-web hired thugs—Nivaan said, “Wrong buddy. This woman is a medical researcher. You either have the wrong person, or this is part of a hit or abduction situation.”

      The man lifted a shoulder, twisting his lips as though he didn’t really give a damn. “Whatever. So what do you want with her?”

      “My employer wants to have a little chat with her.”

      “No way. You’re not taking my payday from me.”

      “Not like you have much of a say,” Vee said, keeping her eye on the shadowy feathered form who had stepped closer to them. “I’d rather go talk to someone I don’t know than go anywhere with the likes of you.”

      The man growled, rage darkening his cheeks to an almost blue-black. His finger looked dangerously close to the trigger. Too close for Vee’s liking. She glanced over at the dark patch of shadow that was Nivaan, hoping he’d get the message to get this thing done and get her out of there. She hated that she was hobbled with using her powers, and for now, all she wanted was to get away before the dark figure came too close, because the sick feeling in her gut told her it would not end well.

      Nivaan shifted in the darkness then swooped closer to Vee. He both drew his glamor over her rendering her invisible and launched himself into the air using his shifter power. Shots went wild as Vee’s attacker finally let loose. He’d obviously given up and was firing on Nivaan—or what he thought to be Nivaan—in the hopes that he would hit her too. He’d lose his money now for sure. And he’d have to find a way to release Ed safely.

      Vee smiled as Nivaan set her onto her feet on a nearby rooftop.

      “You would make an excellent bad-guy/good-guy/vigilante…guy.”

      Nivaan snorted as Vee gave a sigh of annoyance. “You lose a few brain cells over there?” he snickered.

      Vee hit him on the bicep, but the man just snorted and grinned. “I’m tired. Long day. And people just keep dropping by, only they want to stab me or kill me or suck me dry of my blood or run me over with their cab, or as you have just witnessed, hand me over to some anonymous person on the dark web.”

      Nivaan grabbed Vee around the shoulders. “You know what my gran used to always say?”

      Vee sighed and walked beside Nivaan as they headed toward the rooftop stairwell entrance to the building. “What did she say?” Vee yawned and felt a little dizzy as her adrenaline began to crash.

      “She would waggle her finger and say, ‘You know beta, God will never put anything on your plate that you cannot shoulder’.” Nivaan chuckled. “For the longest time, I was puzzled as to how the food on my plate and my shoulder had anything to with each other.”

      Vee snorted. “That’s ‘cos your mind is always on food.”

      Then as they entered the stairwell, Nivaan let out a low growl. “Not all the time, woman.”

      And then he slapped her on the ass.
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      With morning came the reminder for Vee of the men who’d come so close to abducting her, all because of some stupid dark-web site. The thought that someone out there had gone to such an extent to put a bounty on her head…she wasn’t sure how to process that.

      Nivaan had insisted on staying over and had taken Radhima’s room. Vee had been too tired to protest what had seemed like him being excessively protective.

      When she got up and headed downstairs, she found he’d already gone but had left a bag of croissants on the kitchen table for her. Smiling, Vee made coffee and devoured the pastries listening for the sound of her dad’s footsteps upstairs. But everything was silent except for Syama and Akil who were in the garage sharpening blades.

      She could hear the high ringing of the whetstones as the two worked. Downing the last of her coffee, Vee rinsed the mug and placed it in the sink, then hurried to the garage.

      “Hey, you two,” she said smiling at the sight of their concentrated scowls. “I’m off to the lab. You should be good to drop me off and come straight back.”

      Syama snorted and got to her feet. “Yeah, sure. Like your lab is so golem-proofed?” She lifted a brow as she slid her dagger into the sheath at her waist.

      Vee was about to argue with the hellhound when her phone began to buzz. She lifted a finger, motioning to Syama to wait. Then, as Vee read the message from Monroe, she sighed. “Guess the lab’s off the agenda for now.”

      “You got a case?” asked Akil, also rising and pocketing his whetstone.

      Syama rolled her eyes. “Of course, she has a case. She has that look.”

      “What look?” Vee asked as she studied the address in Talmadge Hill an expensive residential area just outside the city.

      Syama smirked and tilted her head, pretending to study Vee’s face, her expression serious. “Oh, I think it falls somewhere between tense and constipated.”

      Akil coughed and choked back a laugh while Vee just stared at the hellhound, not sure what to say. She shook a finger at Syama. “You better watch it,” said Vee, shaking her head, knowing her warning would remain forever unheeded. Then she glanced at her phone. “If you’re done with your comedy act, we need to go here,” she said, holding her phone out so Syama and Akil could read the address.

      Akil nodded and shimmered away, returning within seconds. “I have a good spot that we can arrive at and remain unseen.”

      Vee walked over to Syama who had grabbed Vee’s go-bag from the table behind her and was holding it out to her. Slinging it over her shoulder, Vee felt comforted in the knowledge that the weapons were close at hand. Just in case.

      Seconds later they arrived within a stand of trees across the road from the address Monroe had sent Vee. The road was quiet, though lined with police and forensic team vehicles.

      Akil shimmered into solidity beside Vee and said, “I’ll be in the trees. I will let you know if anything happens.” Before Vee could respond, the sirin had disappeared, leaving Vee to share a wry smile with Syama.

      Thankfully, the patrols had been set further inside the property and Vee was able to cross the road and walk through the open gates and up the drive before someone stopped her. Syama accompanied her, glamor securely hiding her presence.

      The cop guarding the scene waved her past, and Vee was directed through the house—an overly ostentatious mansion, Greek pillars guarding the entrance, floor to ceiling windows, faux stone rock facings, and a gigantic fountain taking pride of place directly in front of a pair of double doors large enough for a semi to pass through.

      Though open, the door appeared to be hewn from solid wood and patterned with brass, with a distinct oriental feel to it. Vee ignored the eclectic architecture and headed through the long hallway and out a large back door onto a slate-tiled patio.

      A glistening sky-blue pool shimmered like a jewel to Vee’s left, the sunlight glancing off the surface so brightly that Vee had to shield her eyes against the glare.

      Standing on the edge of the scene, Vee surveyed the frenzied activity. Monroe stood on the other side of the clearing, talking to someone on her cell phone as she paced back and forth, waving her free hand. The woman’s brow was furrowed, and her cheeks were ruddy.

      All sure signs that Monroe was frustrated and furious. But whatever was going on, Vee wasn’t interested. She didn’t want to allow herself to get sidetracked by the detective’s issues. Right now, Vee needed to assess the scene.

      “You should have brought the conch,” Syama muttered from Vee’s side.

      Vee resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She understood Syama’s concern, and in fact, she shared that concern. But Vee couldn’t just use Lord Narasimha’s conch just because it was convenient. She didn’t believe the boons of the gods were meant to work that way. It wasn’t as if the power to freeze time didn’t have its consequences. She still recalled the last time she’d used it.

      The day her grandmother had died.

      “I’m still here, you know.”

      “Not really,” said Vee softly. Then she shook her head and glared at her grandmother’s ghost as she stood beside Vee, arms cross as she too surveyed the scene. “And stop doing that. Someone is going to see me talking to you, and they’ll have grounds to toss me off active duty.”

      The ghost grunted and tightened her folded arms. Today, Radhima wore a fitted jacket in a soft teal, and a pair of black jeans. And teal cowboy boots, patterned in a bright pink thread.

      “What are you wearing?”

      “Are you going to ask me that question every single time we talk?”

      “Yes, if you’re going to wear something different every time.”

      “I think she looks great,” Syama chimed in.

      “You stay out of this,” Vee said, turning to glare at Syama.

      Syama grinned. “Stop being so hard on her. She has a right to wear what she wants.”

      Vee opened her mouth and then shut it. She’d been about to argue the fact that yes, her grandmother had a right to wear whatever she wanted, but jeans and cowboy boots were things Vee had never imagined to be part of her style. It was going to take some getting used to.

      Vee sighed and rolled her shoulders. “We have work to do. Let’s keep our heads in the game, okay?” Vee said, pretty sure that her words were more for herself than Syama. Or Radhima.

      Akil had taken up position in a nearby tree, with a view of the entire clearing. Probably the best place to be at this point. Vee headed down the hillside and avoided stepping into the deep puddles of muddy water that dotted the ground.

      “These look rather regular, don’t they?” asked the ghost.

      Vee started at the sound and glanced to her right, but Radhima was no longer revealing herself. Vee sighed. “You have a good eye. They seem to follow a pattern similar to what footprints would look like.”

      “Why would someone make holes like that in the ground? Strange shoes? Stilts? Spoked wheels?” Syama was ticking off options that Vee had already considered but had nothing additional to add. Not yet.

      “To be honest I don’t have a clue,” said Vee, keeping her voice low. “Let’s have a look at the crime scene itself before we try to make any deductions.”

      Syama nodded and kept just behind Vee as she walked. Glamored as she was, Vee had to also be careful of talking to her in front of people. Having invisible sidekicks was turning out to be more of a hazard than she’d expected—not to mention ghostly grandmothers.

      Vee crossed the shallow clearing and walked onto the neatly manicured lawn of the estate. Despite the cold, and the intermittent snowfall, the grass was lush and verdant. Had it not been for the strange, slippery substance found scattered across the lawn, the view would have been idyllic.

      From where she stood, the pieces of pale detritus resembled the shedded skin of a reptile. Vee shuddered as she closed in on Monroe. “What do we have?”

      “Something large and very reptile-like.”

      Radhima—always a stickler for language—muttered, “Reptilian,” as Vee asked, “What makes you think reptile?”

      Monroe jerked a chin at the papery thin coils of pale skins that littered the lawn. Vee crouched, withdrawing a pen from her jacket pocket. She lifted a long piece and studied it. “They look like sausage casings.”

      Monroe snorted. “Couldn’t have put it better myself.”

      Vee shrugged. “I could have been more specific and said porcine intestine?”

      Monroe shook her head and mimed a barf. “No thanks.” Then she stared around the lawn. “The place is littered with the stuff. I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      “What’s this place got to do with our missing mom-to-be?”

      Monroe crooked a finger, and Vee hurried toward her. By the time Vee had reached her side, the woman was already crouched beside another long stretch of shedded skin. She lifted it away to reveal an oval-shaped locket on a slim gold chain.

      Vee’s eyebrows rose. “I’m guessing Susie had a similar locket on the gold chain she left in the bathroom?”

      “Well, identical, yes. But we know it’s not Susie’s. That we have locked up in evidence.” Monroe didn’t need to explain, but Vee could tell the detective needed to work through how she felt about one more lead that gave them nothing.

      “So this must belong to Lucy.” Vee leaned closer.

      Monroe was nodding and lifting the chain away from the skin. She dropped it into her gloved palm and held it out to Vee who nodded. “Yep.”

      A pang of sadness filled Vee at the senseless death of Susie and the growing likelihood that her daughter, Lucy, had met the very same fate.

      “But what does Lucy have to do with these…things?” Monroe waved a hand at the remains of shedded skins that littered the lawn. Then she sighed and rested her hands on her hips rocking back and forth on her heels. This was one case that was stumping them all.

      “Could be any number of things,” said Vee. They were empty words, just filler to help appease the detective.

      Monroe snorted. “Well, let’s just hope it isn’t what it looks like. Because the last thing I need is to find out that there is a giant snake roaming the streets of New York, snacking on pregnant women and shedding its skin as it goes.”

      Vee adjusted her sight, aware that it may well be impossible to clear the lawn so that she could get a better look at the aural patterns around the place. She wasn’t surprised to see a twisting meshwork of ragged aural residue that implied a large group of people had traversed this lawn a few hours ago. Vee paused. Not people.

      Demons.

      More specifically, pey demons.

      “It’s not snakeskin,” murmured Radhima, drawing Vee’s attention from the auras. Vee blinked, surprised she hadn’t flinched at the sound of the disembodied voice. Perhaps she was getting used to the ghost’s presence.

      Vee hunkered down again and studied the skins, this time trying to figure out what the sheddings had to do with pey demons. Syama grunted as she too leaned over Vee. “I’m not sure. I feel like I’ve seen something like this before, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

      “Well, when your finger finds it, can you let me know? ‘Cos I’m stumped.” Vee sighed and got back to her feet. She was turning to survey the lawn again when movement in the trees caught her attention.

      Vee tried to appear casual as she glanced over Syama’s shoulder and watched the figure, hidden by the shadows within the small forest to the north of the property. From this distance, it wasn’t possible to identify who the observer was, but there was one thing Vee could tell beyond a shadow of a doubt.

      Half-hidden amongst the trees and shadows was a pey demon.
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      “Syama,” Vee said, keeping her voice low.

      Her tone must have held sufficient warning, enough that it would make Syama stiffen. The hellhound glanced at Vee. “Where?”

      Vee pasted a smile on her face. “Behind you, due north, within the trees. Pey demon. Not totally sure, but I see enough to make me bet on it.”

      Syama nodded. “Okay, how do you want to do this?”

      Vee thought for a moment. “Let’s go inside the house, preferably somewhere out of his sight. He needs to think that we haven’t seen him, and what better way than to appear to leave the lawn?”

      “What excuse you going to make to Monroe over there?” Syama asked, darting her gaze in the detective’s direction.

      Vee shrugged. “Don’t need to explain myself to her.” With that, Vee turned on her heel and strode off toward the house. Glancing over her shoulder, Vee saw that Syama was standing there, frozen on the spot. Vee turned and waited for the hellhound who eventually moved and began to hurry toward Vee. “You okay?”

      Syama nodded. “Yeah. I just needed a moment to gather my thoughts.”

      Vee nodded. Though she wondered where her ghost had gotten to, she didn’t ask. Radhima had an odd habit of appearing like a thought come alive. She’d come when she was needed.

      For now, Vee awaited Syama’s arrival as she stepped into the front hall of the mansion to which the expansive lawn belonged. Inside the living room to the left, a woman paced the black carpet, her red kaftan flowing behind her. The pair of cops speaking to the woman wore the body language and expressions one would bear when coaxing a wild animal, spines curved, heads somewhat bowed, voices low.

      Vee hid a smile and turned to stand near the tall floor to ceiling windows that sat beside the doorway. Through them she watched the tree line, hoping to catch sight of the demon. Vee was disappointed to find that all she saw were shadows.

      “Still there?” asked Syama from beside Vee.

      “No idea. I can’t see him anymore, but it could just be the angle from here. Or he could have left thinking he was in the clear.”

      Syama nodded. “Ok. You wait here. I’ll go check the place out. Track him a little, see where he is and what he’s doing. Be back in a few.” Syama disappeared, and Vee disliked the feeling of helplessness.

      She knew Syama was safe, hell the hellhound had done far more dangerous jobs before she’d ended up on Vee’s detail. Still, Vee worried. Part of caring about people Vee guessed.

      She forced herself not to pace as she waited for Syama to return. A shadow on the lawn drew Vee’s attention, and she shook her head as she watched a white owl fly close to the entrance than change direction. Seconds later, Akil came up behind her, the heels on his shoes making low thunking sounds on the slate-tiled floor.

      Before she could speak, Syama shimmered beside Vee, her eyes wide. “I found him. And I don’t think you’re going to like where he went.”

      Vee shrugged. “Just take me there. I don’t want to know now.”

      Syama nodded and held onto Vee, shimmering into nothingness. They reappeared inside dense tree-cover and sank to the ground instantly. Beyond the thicket was a rectangular clearing and at its center was a manhole.

      Nothing else in the clearing appeared disturbed, but Vee knew that if Syama brought them here, it meant only one thing.

      She was going to have to enter the sewer.

      “Crap,” Vee muttered.

      Syama grinned. “Exactly. I knew you weren’t going to like it.” She gave Vee an apologetic smile.

      Vee shrugged. “Girl’s gotta do what she’s gotta do,” Vee said just as her cell phone began to vibrate. Good thing she always turned the sound off when she was about to head to a crime scene.

      “Monroe’s trying to get a hold of me I see.” She spoke mostly to herself as she tried to figure out what to tell the cop. In the end, she just messaged Monroe to keep her posted and that she’d had an agency emergency, ending with a request for samples of the snakeskin to be sent to her lab at Shankar Industries. “Let’s hope that doesn’t piss her off even more.”

      Vee glared at Syama, knowing she was being unreasonably annoyed with the hellhound. It wasn’t her fault that the pey had led them to the entrance to an underground tunnel or bunker, or whatever it was. Vee would bet it was the sewer system though. It was just the way her luck worked.

      “It’s not so bad,” Syama said, her tone soothing.

      “Speak for yourself,” Vee muttered, staring at the manhole cover.

      Akil cleared his throat—sounding oddly human, though he was currently perched in a nearby tree, all feathers, and beak, and great big black eyes. “I’m with Vee on this, sorry Syama. Anything underground and filthy is just not my thing.”

      Syama raised her eyebrows. “Says the guy who was just way underground, and very very filthy not two days ago?”

      Akil snorted. “That experience only serves to compound my dislike for this operation.”

      Vee sighed and straightened her spine. Man up, woman, she said beneath her breath. Out loud, she said, “Either way, we have to do this. If it’s possible we can track him to where he’s holding Lucy, then we’d better get moving. We don’t want to lose him because we were squeamish.” Vee looked over at Akil, and then at Syama. “You guys can do the glamor thing and throw it over me as well. I don’t think I’m good enough at it to use it under pressure.”

      Syama nodded and glanced over at the manhole, her expression hardened. “Let me just give the place a scan, see where we can arrive safely. Wouldn’t be good to arrive in front of a patrol and get blown to bits.”

      Vee lifted her eyes at Syama’s dramatic scenario. It was more like being ripped to pieces than blown to bits. Vee studied the clearing for aural imprints. After a few moments, she let out a disgusted breath. “There are way too many aural patterns to track anything specific. It’s good in a way, in that it confirms the demons’ presence here, but I’m not going to be able to pick one out of that tangle, let alone try to find the killer’s specific aural pattern.”

      She raised her eyes to meet Syama’s gaze. “We’re going to have to rely on you once we get in. At least until we’re able to identify specific aural patterns.”

      Syama nodded, her eyes shifting to dangerous blood-red. “It’s what I do,” she said, smirking. “I’ll be in hellhound form until we get inside. It’s just easier to track the smells.”

      They fell silent as Syama shimmered and her body grew translucent. A cloud of swirling gray and black shadows convulsed and reformed until Syama solidified again, in the form of her hellhound.

      The beast stood shoulder high to Vee, two pairs of gleaming black eyes watching Vee with the strangest expression. Vee nodded, and Syama turned and trotted off toward the manhole. As she moved she shimmered away and faded to nothing.

      The moment between Syama’s disappearance and then reappearance felt ten times as long, with Vee imagining all sorts of awful alternate scenarios.

      But, thankfully, Syama returned in what Vee confirmed was three minutes and twenty seconds, and solidified in place in her hellhound form. The large black beast shuddered, shaking her head the way a dog would when about to shake off water from its fur.

      The movement dispersed a blast of black and gray shadows which swirled and then converged to form Syama’s human shape.

      “We’re good to arrive in one part of a long stretch of tunnel, but we have to hide quickly because from what I saw the patrols are not spaced out too far apart. I tried to search further in the tunnels, but I didn’t want to spend too long apart from you two. It’s best we stay together.”

      “Yeah. Worst case scenario we jump straight home.”

      Syama nodded, and the two women headed to the manhole. The route meant they would be walking into the bare sunlit clearing, bringing them into unprotected space. As they approached, Vee scanned the surrounding bushes and trees, oddly aware of the incongruous beauty of the forest, the sunlight streaming through the trees, dappling the green carpet of grass that covered the ground.

      The scene was idyllic, and yet to Vee, it represented a doorway to a hell she didn’t want to imagine. Seemed best to wait until she met her hell face to face instead of spending too much time dreaming up possibilities. In Vee’s experience, her imagined possibilities tended to be too tame, with the actual events usually far worse than anything she could have dreamed up.

      Both Syama and Vee bent and studied the manhole, the gray metal covered in flecks of rust. It appeared to be a few decades old and yet, apart from a few flecks of rust it was clean.

      “This looks like an entrance that has been used a lot in the recent past.”

      Syama nodded then pointed to the left of the manhole where a small shred of translucent white skin lay pooled on the grass. Vee eyed it with disgust and suppressed a shudder. Syama’s face mirrored Vee’s discomfort. She took a deep breath and focused on the manhole cover. “Well, then, good thing we can bypass that entrance.”
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      Vee found herself more than ready to get inside. In fact, she felt they’d wasted a little too much time already.

      Syama was nodding, her expression grave. “I’ll see if the way is clear and come straight back.” She glanced up at Akil who’d flown closer to a tall oak that threw a shadow over the pair. “You watch her,” she said, her tone hard, as if she thought that the owl shifter would not do his duty.

      Vee frowned, then shook the thoughts from her head. She had to concentrate. She’d deal with these two and their strange undercurrent when they were home.

      “Well,” she said to Syama who was staring up at Akil. Syama met her glance, a question in her eyes. Vee lifted a brow. “Waiting for Kaliyug to be over or what?”

      Syama rolled her eyes and disappeared, the air glinting with a thousand tiny pinpoints of light. In Syama’s absence, Vee glanced up at Akil, her eyes narrowing. The owl lifted his wings, fluffed them out and then rotated his head around for a full turn.

      Vee clicked her tongue silently and faced the hole in the ground, waiting for the hellhound to return.

      Seconds later, Syama shimmered into solidity beside Vee and nodded. “We’d better go quick. The way is clear, but we may not have too much time. We’ll be glamored, but some high-level demons can see us. No telling what level demon they’ll have on security detail here.”

      Vee nodded and reached for Syama’s arm, glancing up at the sirin who’d already taken flight. Within seconds, Akil was beside them as Syama’s form shimmered and she jumped Vee inside a darkened tunnel. The air smelled wet and musty, and thankfully didn’t stink of a sewer. Although that was no guarantee they wouldn’t come across one soon enough.

      The tunnel was a round pipe made of brick and mortar, harking back to the days when New York’s waste and water was still under construction. This particular pipe had a shallow stream of water at ground level and bore no watermark at all.

      “This must be an old or no longer used tunnel.”

      Akil materialized beside Vee, although she could tell he was still glamored from the faint glint of silver at the edges of his body. “What makes you say that?” he asked, studying the brickwork.

      “Regular use of the tunnel, meaning water passing here all the time, would leave a horizontal line along the tunnel wall. We don’t see any sign of that which suggests this tunnel has been closed off or had been unused for decades. It takes years for a watermark to dry off enough to fade away. And there is still a chance that this is an entry tunnel only and has never been used to transport water into the sewage or wastewater systems beneath the city.”

      Syama made a face. “Let’s get out of here, okay? There’s a patrol up ahead that’s coming up to that intersection in a few seconds.”

      Vee glanced around. “Where?” Syama pointed to a narrow channel behind Vee, just wide enough for her to slide into.

      “Get inside, and I will stand here. My glamor is impenetrable. None of these demons would be able to see me. Not unless they are part hellhound themselves.”

      “Yeah. Then we’ll be shit out of luck.”

      Syama rolled her eyes, and Vee grinned. This felt like old times, and she decided that she was going to enjoy it for the moment. She winked at the hellhound and shimmied into the narrow channel, holding her breath as Akil took off, flying down the tunnel and disappearing into the darkness.

      Syama moved to hide Vee, and just in time too. A pair of giants thundered along the tunnel, sending the narrow trickle of water vibrating so hard that droplets rose off the surface of the stream.

      Vee watched over Syama’s shoulder, half in awe, half in horror as two rakshasa demons walked toward them. Both appeared high-level, but thankfully not powerful enough to sniff out a hellhound.

      Syama stiffened, but Vee could tell from the hellhound’s aura that she was not at all afraid. In fact, she was totally devoid of emotion, which concerned Vee more than if Syama had been terrified, her heart racing a mile a minute.

      It was odd too. Though Syama had come to Vee hardened and experienced, she’d never been emotionally vacant. Another thing to be worried about.

      Vee focused as the two rakshasas drew closer, holding her breath as they slowed their steps to come to a stop right in front of Syama’s nose. Vee felt a little ill.

      They had to stay put and hope for the best. If Syama so much as vibrated a molecule, the two demons would sense it immediately. That much Vee knew when it came to the use of jumping or transporting. The jump left a signature at the entrance to the other side—whatever that was.

      So the two women remained stock still waiting to see what the rakshasas would do next.

      They began to speak, the sounds guttural and hitting Vee deep in her stomach. Her eardrums rang with the noise, and she winced, tempted to put her fingers in her ears.

      But she didn’t move. And found herself trying to shut the sound out. Which oddly enough enhanced the clarity of the syllables.

      “How long more of this do you think the team is going to handle?” asked one of the demons.

      Vee’s eyes widened and her mouth opened in shock. She could understand them? No. She must have been imagining it.

      But when the next demon opened his mouth, she knew she hadn’t imagined it at all. “As long as it takes. You shut your mouth and do your job until the boss tells you we are ready to move on.”

      The first demon’s brows furrowed, his wide red nostrils flaring. Shaking his head, he snorted. “You’re just saying that because the boss likes you. Keeps you at her side. We’re the ones who have to sleep in the tank while you eat with the Lord.”

      “Graig. Probably best if you shut your trap.”

      “Who’s going to hear me? We’re in this tunnel, maybe two miles away from central command?”

      “Shows how dumb you are. Did you read the schematics? The way the sound works in this place? Everything echoes. Cough here and they’ll hear it somewhere else. In the tunnels and that’s not a good thing ‘cos the next thing you know you’ll set off the sound traps and end up with a spike through your dumb skull.”

      The first demon snorted then fell silent, casting his eyes around the tunnel. For a brief instant, Vee could have sworn he’d looked straight at her, over Syama’s shoulder and directly into the channel she stood within.

      He did pause then to point at the channel and Vee was certain her heart had exploded within her chest.

      “What’s that?”

      “What’s what?” said the more senior rakshasa, shifting so that he could see what his partner was pointing at. Metal clinked as their short daggers clanked against each other’s armor— the tunnel not being made for two giant rakshasa demons to walk abreast. The two, standing side by side, would measure the same as four human men standing abreast.

      At last, he’d shuffled around enough to stare at the channel, and Vee felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise. Now she was caught—dead. The closer they drew, the closer they would be to Syama too.

      Shit.
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      “Ah, who knows. Probably something to do with expansion and contraction of the tunnels. Makes sense that they’d put them in here and there you know. I could be wrong. I didn’t do tunnel systems or subterranean architecture at Harvard you know.”

      The second demon chuckled, and the sound echoed down the tunnel. Senior thunked the idiot on the back of his head and said, “I suggest you shut up for the rest of the route or I’m going to get our routes changed, so I don’t have to see your ugly face again for a while. God knows how we’re even related.”

      The second demon glared at his partner. “Fine. Keep it up, and I’ll tell Mom.”

      The first demon had already walked off, leaving his dumber brother standing in front of Syama, shoulders hunched. He kicked the ground, slapping his boot against the water. Vee was positive the demon was pouting. Wonders never ceased.

      Then he huffed and slouched off leaving Vee feeling almost sorry for him.

      A few minutes later, Syama shifted and turned her face to Vee, her expression a muddle of amusement and frustration.

      Vee grinned as she slid out of the channel. “Poor guy. Gotta live up to pretty high standards.”

      “Yeah,” Syama smiled, staring after the two demons who’d already disappeared around the bend in the tunnel.

      Then Vee frowned. “Harvard?” She shook her head, but Syama waved a hand at her.

      “It’s likely he went there,” Syama said, grinning when Vee’s eyes widened. “You have no idea how long demons have lived among humans, how many decades, centuries that they’ve been working toward their freedom.”

      “And sending a rakshasa to Harvard only for him to be on sentry duty?” asked Vee, shaking her head more firmly. “That makes absolutely no sense.”

      Syama pursed her lips. “It’s likely he’s being tested. Or he’s turned into an entrepreneur of sorts.”

      “What? As a mercenary?”

      Syama nodded. “Looked like the brutish type to me, don’t you think.”

      Vee let out an impatient breath, her hand running over her satchel. She searched the tunnel again. “Where the hell is Akil?”

      “Coming,” Syama whispered beside Vee as a swoosh of wings echoed toward her. The sirin landed at her feet and transitioned smoothly into his human form, landing in front of Vee with the same grace as if he’d taken a step toward her.

      Before he said a word, Vee said, “They have booby-traps everywhere, and many of them noise generated ones.”

      Akil sighed. “Yes. I was just about to report the same. We have to be careful.”

      “Syama, how about you go ahead and check things out. Jump us to a safe place. You and Akil can take turns to check the place out. We need to get to their command center Harvard mentioned.”

      “Who’s Harvard?” asked Akil, his voice rising enough to echo around them.

      “Shhh,” both Vee and Syama turned to admonish him, glaring at him at the same time.

      He raised his hands in apology and scanned the tunnel behind him.

      Vee glanced at Syama. “Can we get moving. We’ve wasted enough time already. I want to get in and out of this hole in the ground as fast as possible.”

      Syama nodded and jerked her head at Akil. “Glamor. I’ll be a second.” Then she was gone, and Akil was already drawing his glamor over Vee before the hellhound disappeared.

      They both stood there, tense and silent until Syama materialized. “Okay. Next stage in this journey begins now.”

      Vee nodded and held out her arm. Syama took it and then dissolved, shimmering into an almost liquid state before materializing inside what appeared to be a metal vat. Vee glared at Syama. “What is this?” she mouthed.

      Syama merely pointed at a large hole in the vat where a rivet had once been. Vee leaned closer and peered through to stare down at the open space below. She had to clap her hand over her mouth to prevent the gasp that escaped her lips.

      “What the hell?” Vee mouthed to Syama, this time her own blood pressure had risen so high she felt like the sound of it was reverberating around the metal vat.

      The vat was situated to the left of the room and looked out at a long rectangular hall. Here too the walls and floors, as well as the ceiling had been constructed with brick and mortar, a dull red that had almost faded. Almost but not quite.

      The hall seemed to be some sort of confluence point for at least a dozen different tunnels, entering the space at varying heights. Many had small fire escape type metal overhangs that lead to the various catwalks running along the walls, some close to ceiling height.

      Vee was curious as to what this place was, but there was no point in asking the question out loud when she knew that neither one of her accomplices would know either.

      But it wasn’t the large space, or its construction and dimensions that struck horror into Vee’s heart. No. What horrified her, what had shocked Syama into utter silence, was the hundreds and hundreds of sacs that hung from every available surface.

      Pale white and translucent in places, they were an oblong shape and about the size that could hold a full-grown person comfortably. The sacs shivered and shifted every few moments as if the contents were moving. Hundreds of the sacs hung from the metal catwalks running along the walls, but the ones suspended from the four-story-high ceiling were even more horrifying. The sacs dangled in varying layers from long, ropy sinewy material.

      Vee stared over at Syama, her hand still over her mouth. She pointed a finger at the sacs, jerking her head to indicate to Syama that she wanted to go down and investigate.

      Syama shook her head. She pointed her forefinger at Vee, indicating she needed a minute, before disappearing. Seconds later, she materialized again and grabbed a hold of Vee.

      The hellhound jumped Vee to a tunnel opening that looked out over at the hall. They ducked within the shadowed interior and hunkered down.

      Vee withdrew her phone, and proceeded to take a dozen or so photos, then took a video of the place as well. It seemed like overkill, but she needed to be as accurate as possible when she showed this to Karan and Rossi and whoever the hell needed to know about this…nest.

      Vee shifted her gaze to Syama and mouthed, “Akil?”

      Syama pointed up at a manhole entrance that sat in the middle of the ceiling. Vee nodded although she was disappointed. Not because she’d come prepared to blow stuff up, but rather that she hadn’t found what she’d been looking for: the killer pey.

      Then she paused. Well, perhaps she was more than a little disappointed that she hadn’t gotten to use her weapons.

      She sighed softly and held her hand out to Syama. They disintegrated into darkness and solidified inside Vee’s garage. Vee stood still for a moment while Akil materialized before her.

      Then she shuddered. “Ugh. That place gave me the major heebie-jeebies.”

      “You can say that again,” said Syama making a face.

      “What the hell was that place?” Vee whispered, images of the clusters of sacs filling that enormous room haunting her.

      Akil was pale as he answered, “It was a nursery.”

      “A what? A nurs—” Vee’s eyes widened. “Oh shit.”

      Syama was staring at Akil. “What species?”

      “From what I could tell it’s pey eggs.”

      “That’s how they breed?”

      Akil nodded. “They don’t breed often. But when they do, it’s in a large volume.”

      “That’s not volume,” replied Vee, her voice rising. “That’s an infestation!”

      Akil frowned.

      Vee sighed. “They are amassing an army. It’s pretty clear from everything we already know that they are looking to overthrow the Demon Horde Assembly.”

      Vee was half-way to the entrance to the house when Syama called out, “Stop.”

      Vee looked over her shoulder at the hellhound. “What?” she asked absently, her mind already focused on the next step which was telling a bunch of people what she’d seen.

      “You need to take off all your clothes and stick them in the wash. Just being in the vicinity of the unhatched eggs is enough to have the scent penetrate your skin. We didn’t get that close, but it’s best we wash everything and get in the shower.”

      Vee sighed and turned around, stalking over to the shower room Mac had constructed off the garage for just such occasions. “I hate to say it, but Mom’s idea of this shower room is paying off.”

      Syama followed Vee as Akil hovered in the doorway. “I’ll wait for you two to get done.”

      Vee nodded and undressed, leaving her phone on the bench opposite the shower cubicles. She headed into the first of two cubicles. Inside was a shelf on which sat a number of medical grade disinfecting washes. She washed and rinsed, then repeated with what her mom had labeled Step 2. She’d almost stepped out when Syama called out over the dividing wall, “Hair too,”

      “What? Are you watching me through the wall or something?” Vee grumbled.

      “No. I just know you. You’re raring to go, want to go talk to a whole lot of people and make a plan and take an army back down there. You’re no longer here, so chances of you forgetting something is really high.” Syama sucked in a breath, and Vee imagined she was immersing her head beneath the spray. Then the hellhound took another breath and said, “Akil, while you’re there, toss the satchels we took with us and put the shoes into the disinfecting tray. There’s a bottle of disinfecting liquid sitting beside the shoe tray.”

      Akil grunted and then fell silent, and as Vee rinsed her hair out, she wondered how Syama was able to remain so calm. Vee’s own heart and mind were racing.

      “It’s because you’re human,” said a voice from beside Vee.
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      “Ma!” Vee yelled, glaring at her grandmother before covering herself up with her hands. “What are you doing?” Vee spluttered, water from the shower falling into her face.

      Radhima laughed. “What? You think I haven’t seen your lady bits before?”

      Vee lifted a brow. “Yeah. When I was in diapers or wearing little girl panties.” Vee growled as she reached for her towel, risking flashing her boobs at her grandmother. “Things have grown in the interim, Ma. Now, can I have some privacy if you don’t mind.” She turned and threw her towel around her body, gritting her teeth as the sound of laughter came over the wall.

      “You’d better shut it, or I won’t be responsible if I end up ringing your neck,” she yelled over the wall.

      “Why me? I didn’t do anything,” Syama said choking on her laughter.

      “You’re laughing. That’s enough of a reason. And I can’t wring my grandmother’s neck so yours will have to do.”

      Radhima snorted from outside the shower cubicle. “Suddenly you have respect,” she muttered.

      Vee stepped from the shower. “It’s not respect, Ma. You don’t have a physical form. Hard to throttle someone if you can’t grab a hold of their neck.”

      The old woman shook her head and looked like she was having a hard time trying not to laugh. Vee turned her back and grabbed a second towel to rub her hair dry and wind it around her head. She picked her phone up from the bench. The phone smelled of disinfectant, and she smiled.

      Akil had gotten to the phone faster than Vee. She’d totally forgotten about cleaning the device. Perhaps Syama was right, and she needed to slow down a little.

      “I’m going upstairs to give a few people a call.”

      “So what’s our plan?”

      “I have to speak to Karan and then Rossi. But as soon as I’m decent, I’m going to see Mom.”

      “What for?” asked her grandmother, her tone careful.

      “I need to know what we have that can help us fight the pey demons. If they are really amassing an army, we need to be prepared. Our R&D division must have a nice variety of weapons that we could add to our arsenal. And I need to check if Monroe sent over the samples of the ‘molted skin’ from the estate lawn.”

      “At least we know what that is now,” Radhima said as she tapped her arm with one finger. She stood leaning against the far wall, her arms folded as she looked off into nowhere.

      Vee couldn’t help but notice Ma’s use of the word ‘We’. She wondered about that but realized she knew enough about her grandmother to know that the old woman wasn’t about to be sidelined. And it wasn’t as if Vee could get rid of her.

      As she turned and walked off, she called to Akil, “You can get that shower now. I have a few things to do, but you guys get the go-bags ready to leave at any minute. I’m not sure what the next step will be, but I think we’ll be stopping off at Mom’s for a bit.”

      She didn’t wait for a response, just hurried into the house and past the kitchen. Her stomach growled, but she ignored it as she raced up the stairs.

      “You really should eat,” said Radhima as Vee walked into her bedroom. Her grandmother was sitting on her bed, rubbing her hands over her jean-clad thighs.

      Vee shrieked then threw her hands in the air. “We’re going to have to work on some boundaries, Ma.”

      Her grandmother frowned. “Boundaries?”

      “Yeah.” Vee hurried to her closet and drew out fresh clothing, including jeans and a polo neck sweater. She ignored her grandmother as she lifted her phone, clothing crumpled in one hand as she began to dial. As she waited for Karan to answer, she headed into the bathroom and closed the door. She wasn’t about to get naked again in front of her grandmother, no matter what the old woman said. She was partially dressed and had the phone wedged between her ear and her shoulder and had stuck one leg into her jeans when Karan answered.

      “Hi, I thought you might want to know asap,” she began, only to be cut off.

      “I apologize, Miss Shankar. But…Karan is not available.”

      “Oh…” Vee hesitated. This she had not expected. She’d even prepared herself for Karan to deny her information or help, or both, but his total absence caught her by surprise. She lost her balance, toppled over and landed on her ass, one leg inside the jeans. She ignored the garment and focused on the phone. “Can you have him call me, please? It’s urgent. And I mean it’s very, very, very urgent. I can’t stress it enough.”

      The voice on the other end of the line was kind and considerate. “I understand. I will convey the message as soon as Karan returns.”

      “Do you know when that will be?”

      “Unfortunately, he did not say when. I apologize for not being helpful, but I assure you, I understand the urgency. I do believe he’d want to hear from you immediately considering it is urgent. I will convey your message as soon as is possible.”

      Vee let out a sigh, thanked the man and put the phone on the floor beside her. She was still sitting there in her pink lace French knickers, one leg inside her jeans, the other bare and outstretch as she stared off into space.

      “Seriously?” said a voice from beside Vee.

      “Go away,” Vee snapped at Syama who was standing beside her. “Why is it that people keep barging in on me while I’m undressed?”

      “Well, if you could actually dress yourself like a fully functional adult, that wouldn’t be a problem now would it?” Syama folded her arms and grinned at Vee. “Need a hand?”

      Vee swore at Syama, but the hellhound remained unperturbed at the profanity. “Lucky it’s me and not Ma. She’d be washing your mouth out for that.”

      “With what? Ghost soap?” mumbled Vee as she got to her feet.

      Syama chuckled and sat on the lid of the closed toilet. “What did Karan say?”

      Vee shook her head. “That’s just it. I couldn’t get a hold of him. He’s unavailable.”

      “That’s new.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “That explains the position I found you in.”

      “Huh?” Vee asked as she buttoned her jeans and dragged the sweater over her head.

      “You. On your ass. Karan’s absence literally made you fall on your ass.” Syama giggled.

      “I’m glad I’m able to provide you with some comedic entertainment with which to while away your time.” Vee glared at Syama as she rubbed conditioner into her hair and combed it through the length.

      “Anyway. Akil is ready. What’s the plan?”

      Vee nodded. “Let’s get going to see Mom first. I need to talk to her and her R&D team first before we bring this up with Rossi.” Vee grabbed her hairdryer, then paused. “Is dad around?”

      Syama shook her head. “Not that I saw. He could be napping, but the man barely sleeps anyway so that would be odd.”

      Vee nodded. “Okay. I won’t be long.”

      Syama waggled her fingers and disappeared leaving Vee alone to dry her hair and contemplate her thoughts.

      Karan had actually not been available.

      Wonders would never cease.
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      “What in the mother’s name is that,” whispered Devi as Vee cast the video of the nursery filled with pey eggs onto the plasma screen in her mother’s office.

      Raj stood beside Vee, staring at the screen with the same look of horror on his face as his wife.

      Vee was still in shock about having been informed that her dad had gone back to work that morning, that he’d entered his old office across the hall from her mother’s and had been working in his lab—attached to his office no less—all morning. On what she wasn’t sure, but at this point, she didn’t really care. All she knew was that she was overjoyed that he’d ventured out of the house and was doing something constructive with his time.

      It made her hope that he was well on his way to recovery. Now she watched her parents stare at the video with the same horror she’d felt when she’d first seen it.

      “I wish I’d just torched the whole place, but I didn’t want to let them know that we knew they were there.”

      “That was a good idea,” her dad patted her shoulder absently, and Vee hid a smile.

      Devi turned to look at her. “You know what that is?” Her eyes were still wide with shock and more than once she’d run her fingers through her hair forgetting she had it in a tight chignon at the back of her head.

      “Pey eggs,” Raj replied, shocking Vee enough that she did a double take and stared at him. “It’s a pey nursery.”

      Devi nodded, seemingly oblivious to Vee’s shock. “I thought as much.” She paced for a few seconds then paused to look over at Vee. “What’s the plan? Give me context.”

      Vee took a breath. “It’s a case for the FBI, but at this point, I think secrecy is moot. I tried to get a hold of Karan, but he’s incommunicado for some weird reason, so we need to come up with a plan first before I take it to Rossi.”

      Her unsaid words hung in the air. If I take it to Rossi.

      “Are you considering moving on without the FBI to back you up?” asked her dad. For the first time, he seemed to be siding with the FBI. Again, wonders never seemed to cease.

      Vee shook her head. “There’s more to this than just a pey nursery.” She sighed and sank into the nearest seat. She waved at the empty seats beside her. “Best you sit. You’re probably not going to like what you’re about to hear. And I’m warning you two, don’t go all Mom and Dad on me.”

      Devi stared at Vee for a moment, her face darkening, giving Vee the impression that her mom was prepared to blow her top even before she found out the bad news. But her dad reached out and touched her mom’s shoulder. Devi glanced up at him and stared at his face, concern in her eyes. For a long moment, neither said a word and yet Vee felt as though the pair had held a long meaningful discussion just with their eyes.

      Then her mother inhaled, and her shoulders relaxed as she took a seat and faced Vee.

      “The case I’ve been dealing with for the FBI and also for our ‘advisor’ aka our snitch, has to do with a rash of pey demon attacks that have occurred within the city over the last few weeks. The agency has been on high alert what with the Demon Horde being shaken up due to political upheaval. The word on the street is that the pey demons have broken away and have created their own faction. Anyway, all of that wasn’t something we’d connected to the pey demon murders until now.”

      “Until now?”

      Vee waved her hand. “I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me just go back to two nights ago.”

      “When you came home with pey demon brains in your hair?”

      “Yeah, that night,” Vee responded eyebrow rising as she glanced over at her dad who shrugged despite the guilty look on his face. “Anyway, so I’d been sent to track a bhayakara demon and ended up running into a pair of pey demons. Or rather they ran into me. At the time I’d chalked it up to coincidence. Were they after me? No idea.

      “Later that day another case came up on our radar, a murder/abduction that led us to believe that the pey demons were up to something. The abduction victim is pregnant, and the pey stopped short of killing her the moment he’d realized she was pregnant.”

      Vee got to her feet and began to pace. Sitting down while telling this tale to her parents had her feeling supremely uncomfortable. “So, Mom, you know about the crazy killer cab driver that we identified as a demon from the aural patterns in the front seat. So way too much demon activity for us to be convinced that it was all a bunch of coincidences. And then someone tried to abduct me last night.”

      “What? I thought you went out with Nivaan?”

      “Yeah. Street parade, food. Was nice and all, until Nivaan spotted them. We drew them into an alley and Nivaan dressed them down. We maintained the image that I was some innocent human. I wanted to rip them to pieces, but Nivaan had another bright idea.”

      “I agree with Nivaan.”

      Vee threw her dad a ‘who asked you’ glare then cleared her throat. “So apparently there is a hit out on me on the Dark Web. And these two bumbling idiots wanted the bounty and were on my tail. Nivaan pretended to abduct me—without revealing who he was of course—and we escaped.”

      Vee hesitated, not yet certain that she wanted to reveal the existence of the feathered stalker.

      “And today?”

      “Today we were called out to an estate outside of the city. The back lawn was covered with what looked like shedded snakeskin. I’d taken it as not connected until we found the locket of the abducted woman. And then I spotted the same pey demon in the forest beyond the estate property.”

      “And of course, you had to follow him.”

      “Dad.” Vee heaved a long-suffering sigh. “FBI agent here? Apsara? It’s my job if not my duty. Anyway, we tracked him to a manhole in the middle of the forest, and we nosed around inside the tunnels. It’s a stretch of old water or sewerage tunnels that appears to not have been in use for decades. We followed the tunnels which were both booby-trapped and well patrolled. They were definitely guarding something. We ended up coming upon that,” Vee pointed a finger at the still of the pey demon nursery. “Now I’m not sure how all of this ties together, but it’s connected.”

      “And why come to us?” Devi asked, smoothing the front of her suit jacket. Vee recognized that movement. Her mother was dying to get into the thick of figuring it out part but was controlling the urge so that Vee could give her opinion.

      “Because I think we have better weaponry, possibly also have projects in R&D that we could use.”

      “And?”

      “And because there is a combined threat to my life mixed up somewhere inside this case. Someone wants me enough to throw my face up on the DW and have dozens—”

      “DW?”

      “Dark Web, Dad,” Vee said, her tone saying ‘keep up, Dad. “And have dozens of bounty hunters on my tail. Those two were dealt with, but who knows how many more there are out there. I’ve been keeping on the DL for now—”

      “DL?”

      “Down Low, Dad,” Vee said raising her eyes, her expression saying stop cutting me off. “And I’m coming to Shankar Industries because I’m personally invested in the case. If I went straight to Rossi, he’d more than likely pull me from the case for being too close. Or he’ll throw a shitload of babysitters my way which would just hamper my investigation.”

      Devi got to her feet and began to pace. Seemed Vee had gotten that particular trait from her mother.

      “So we have the pey demons who have been on a killing spree in the city. They’ve broken away from the Demon Horde Assembly. They’re also mass-producing a new generation of demons. Then we have pey demons attempting to kill you, and a bounty on your head which may or may not be linked to the pey demons.”

      Devi turned to Vee who lifted her own fingers. “We have Karan who is currently MIA, we have the Demon Horde who are amassing their efforts on all fronts, and we also have a possibility that the two pey demons who attacked me after I’d offed that bhayakara, had been out to abduct—not kill—me.” Vee got to her feet and tapped the table. “If I have to consider the whole thing from a different angle, it’s possible that had the female pey not been killed by Rossi’s backup team, that the pair would have merely attempted to abduct me.”

      “So, assuming they want you, but not because they want you to be the main course at their birthing ceremony party, then we have to accept that they are after you for something important.”

      Vee sighed and walked over to the plasma screen. “Do pey demons and the apsaras have anything in common? Some past altercation or historical difference of opinion?”

      Devi pursed her lips as she considered the option while Raj shook his head. “No. The texts don’t define any negative relationship between the apsaras and their species.”

      “Then who would want an apsara dead? And second to that, should they be focusing only on me, who would want me in particular dead. Do the texts talk about anyone in particular who had a quarrel—or a bone to pick—with a powerful apsara?”

      Devi’s face was grim. “If anything, you’d be the best person to tell us.”

      Vee frowned. “Now why did I not expect that as an answer?” Vee asked, her tone a little higher than before. “Wait, I know. Because I have no clue, which is why I came to you two.”

      Vee sank onto the nearest chair, fatigued all of a sudden. The reality of the whole situation had just hit her like a punch to the gut, and she leaned over and groaned.

      When she straightened, she realized two things: one, her father was typing away at a laptop at her mother’s desk, and two, her mother was digging inside what appeared to be a secret room hidden behind a wall of books. How original?

      Vee shook her head and got to her feet. “What’s going on?”

      “We need the spell.”

      “What spell?”

      “The one to put you under so that you can share the memories of past powerful apsaras.”

      “What the what?” Vee stood very still as she watched her parents whose brows were furrowed as they concentrated on their respective tasks. “Wait a second. Why don’t you guys look surprised?”

      She walked closer to her mother, stepping across the threshold and into the little back room.

      “What are you looking for?” Vee asked hovering over her mom even though she knew the woman hated it when people looked over her shoulder.

      “Dad’s looking for the Guild’s details. I’m looking for something that I’d read a while back that could give us a clue as to who might be after you.”

      “The Guild? Why them?” Now that some time had passed since Vee had first heard of the Guild, she’d taken the mention of them in stride. Though she still wasn’t sure what they had to do with this particular situation.

      “They’ll be the one to help put you into the trance,” said a voice from beside Vee.

      Coming so soon after crawling around in creepy tunnels, the sound of a voice in her ear shocked Vee so much that she let out a low shriek and flinched so hard that she twisted on her ankle and toppled onto the ground.

      “Ma!” she yelled again. “Can you please stop doing that?” Vee glared at her grandmother, who was now wearing a purple sari, but had tied it in a new, and unusual way. Vee sighed. “Nice sari. You have to teach me how to do that,” Vee said, pointing at the way the fabric was draped over Radhima’s chest then drawn under her arm only to be looped straight back over the same shoulder.

      “I will. Now you deal with her,” Radhima pointed over her shoulder.

      Vee shifted her gaze to look at her mother who was staring at her, eyes wide, mouth open.
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      “Who are you talking to?” Devi whispered staring blankly at the space beside Vee.

      Vee rolled her eyes. “Okay, Mom. I’m not going to pretend anymore just because you don’t believe me. She’s here. She’s wearing a sari in a strange way, but it’s pretty cool. Said she’d teach me how to drape it.”

      Devi said nothing. She closed her mouth and just stared at Vee.

      “Ask her if she remembers the broken bust of Nefertiti.”

      Vee frowned as she rotated herself and sat cross-legged as she pulled a book from the stack that sat in front of her mother. She opened it and said to Devi, “Ma wants to know about a bust of Nefertiti.”

      Devi’s eyes widened, and her face went red. She let out a soft cry and seemed to sink further against the shelf. “No. How did you find that out?” Devi whispered. “And how can you say that to me so calmly?”

      Vee glanced up, frowning. She shrugged then cocked her head over to the ghost at her side. “I’m just repeating what she said. I got no clue what it is about.”

      “Ask her about staying out of sight of the eye of Nefertiti.”

      Vee rolled her eyes. “That makes no sense, Ma.” Her grandmother glared at her and lifted her eyebrows and pursed her lips. “Okay then.”

      Vee turned to her mother who looked far too pale to be healthy. She hesitated, wondering if her words would end up making her mother ill.

      “Ask her,” prompted Radhima.

      Inhaling deeply, Vee said, “She said to ask you about staying out of sight of the eye of Nefertiti.”

      Devi let out another cry, one of deep grief that got Vee to her knees. She ignored the book as it tilted and fell to the ground as she leaned over to her mother. “Mom? What’s the matter?”

      Devi hiccupped and then cleared her throat. Then she looked at the space at Vee’s side. “Is she really there?”

      Vee shook her head, earning a glare of suspicion. “No, I meant she’s at your side now. Over there,” Vee said, pointing to the spot beside her mother.

      Devi shifted her gaze. “This is weird.” She glanced over at Vee, hesitating and a little afraid.

      Vee shrugged. “Just talk to her. I’ll answer for her. She can’t move things just yet.”

      Devi’s eyebrows shot up, but she contained her surprise and shifted her gaze. “Did you tell her?” Devi asked, surprising Vee to no end. What was it that her mother suspected that Radhima had revealed to Vee? It must have been something incredibly important for it to be the first question she asked her mother’s ghost.

      Radhima shook her head. “I didn’t think you were ready. I won’t. Not until you say you are ready.”

      Vee relayed the message word for word and watched her mother burst into tears. Movement at Vee’s back had her turning to see her Dad standing on the threshold staring at Devi whose face was glistening with tears, her mascara smudged and her lipstick blotchy.

      He looked at Vee, a question in his eyes. His eyes were shifting away, back to his wife when he said, “Oh,” as his gaze settled on the spot beside Devi.

      Vee frowned then scrambled to her feet.

      “Close your ears, Vee,” said the old woman.

      “Why?’

      “I’m going to swear.”

      “Go right ahead,” Vee said with a smile.

      Her grandmother used a word that Vee hadn’t expected her to even be capable of saying. Vee’s jaw dropped.

      “And you swear now?” asked Raj, his brow furrowed.

      “After what I’ve been through? I can swear if I want, when I want.” Radhima folded her arms and glared at him.

      Raj ignored her words. “How long?”

      “A week or three,” said Vee as she stared between the two of them. “How can you see her? Syama said that only the person she is haunting can see her.”

      “Yeah, there are other circumstances in which you can see the ghost of a person,” Raj said, his voice devoid of emotion.

      Devi got to her feet too, staring at her husband. And then at Vee.

      Vee asked, “What are you’ll talking about. What circumstances?”

      Raj let out a heavy sigh. “This is not the way I expected to reveal the truth.”

      Radhima shook her head. “Don’t. Not now.”

      “Ma said no. She doesn’t want you to talk about it now. Can’t you see that?”

      “Why not? It’s going to come out eventually.”

      Vee glanced over at her grandmother. “I just want my daughter to accept that I’m here. Don’t soil this moment.”

      Raj sighed again and shifted away until he stood just outside the entrance to the small room. “Okay. But we need to talk about it sooner or later.”

      Radhima nodded and then focused on her daughter. “Our family has a lot of secrets. But I will keep yours. Just the same as I will keep my son’s. When you are ready, you can tell me, and we’ll do it together.”

      Vee repeated her grandmother’s words and sat back as her mother nodded. “Thank you. And I’m sorry I didn’t believe you, Vee.”

      Vee shook her head. “I wouldn’t have believed me either. In fact, I didn’t believe me. It took an old man in a taxi who confirmed it.” Then Vee frowned and faced her grandmother. “How did he see you as well, this is all so confusing.”

      Radhima laughed. “He’s an old man, a priest who’s communed with the spirits before. Those who are familiar with the realm of the spirits can see the spirits.”

      “And what about Dad?”

      The old ghost chose that moment to clam up.

      Devi sighed. “Your Dad’s right. There are a number of reasons you will see the ghost of the dead.”

      Vee brushed her hair from her face and took a deep breath. “Anyone care to tell me what these circumstances are?”

      Devi let out a soft, incredibly sad laugh. “The dead are not able to control who can see them. Syama is able to because she’s a spirit of the underworld. You can see Ma because she is linked to you for some reason. The old cab driver was likely a spiritual master or a priest of sorts.”

      Vee’s heart began to beat faster as her mom drew closer to revealing how her dad could see Radhima’s ghost. Vee had a suspicion, one that made her stomach hard, one she didn’t want to hear right then.

      She lifted her hand. “Maybe dad is right. Maybe it’s not the best time to talk about this.”

      Devi’s eyes glittered as she smiled sadly at her daughter. “There is no reason to pretend here. And no reason to keep the truth silent.” Raj stepped into the room, and Vee looked over at him, her eyes filming with tears, her expression mirrored by her mother’s.

      Radhima looked upset, shaking her head as if she didn’t want the words to be said.

      Devi stepped closer to her husband, and Raj stiffened, as if he was preparing himself for an onslaught of grief or violence. Or both.

      Devi smiled. “The other reason a person can see the ghost of the dead is if that person had died by their hand.” Vee clapped a palm over her mouth as her mother spoke the words that had been resonating inside her own head since she’d understood what was happening.

      She glanced over at Radhima who was watching Raj, her eyes filled with such love that for a moment Vee was stunned by the realization.

      “You killed her to relieve her of her suffering,” Vee said the words, her tone emotionless even though she kind of understood. She shifted her gaze from her mother’s face, which was filled with understanding, to her dad whose expression was a picture of grief, yet absent of regret.

      He nodded and smiled at Radhima. “Hiranyakasipu stabbed her with a spear dipped in poison. He did it so that I could watch her suffering.”

      “It was my fault,” Radhima said.

      Vee frowned. “How was it your fault, Ma?” When Vee had entered the cell where Kasipu had held her father and grandmother, she’d found Radhima already dead.

      “I should have remained silent. I was stupid…talking to Raj, telling him not to worry about me, that he was the son I never had and that I trusted him to go back and look after our family. That…demon heard me, and he used it against Raj. He used the love I had for my son against him, forcing him to watch me die just to inflict the most amount of pain upon him.”

      Devi shook her head and stared at Vee. “What is going on?” There was a desperation in her mother’s voice, and Vee put her out of her misery, relating her grandmother’s words as quickly as possible. Devi’s face was a study of grief and horror, but oddly contained no blame or anger as she regarded her husband.

      “She was going to die?” she whispered the question.

      Raj nodded, his face taut with sorrow. “The poison had spread so slowly, eating away at her body, but leaving her in excruciating pain. At one point, it seemed as though the pain was getting worse as time went by. I just…I couldn’t stand watching her suffer and then when she asked me to end her torture…I refused.” Raj coughed and took a deep breath. Radhima held out a hand, cupping his cheek, her eyes filled with love. “But I couldn’t let her suffer. She begged me to do it, insisting she wanted to go out with dignity, and not to let her passing be at the hand of a murderous monster like Kasipu.

      “At that point, we’d been released from our chains…a game he played with us, making us think he was relenting, that things would get better for us. He’d brought food in metal bowls…. I sharpened the rim of one of the bowls and used it to slice open her jugular. It was the most painless way that I could think of releasing her from her torture. It took a few minutes, and she was gone.

      “When Kasipu returned he laughed and laughed at the son who’d been forced to watch his own mother die. When they moved the body, they saw that she’d been injured. He was furious then. I suspect it fueled his anger against you, Vee. I believe my actions made him more determined to find you and to destroy you so that he could see me suffer properly. Since he’d failed with Ma.”

      Vee shook her head, but her mother cut her off. “How can you blame yourself? We’re all complicit here. Even Ma,” she said laughing from behind her tears. “We all acted out of familial love, something Kasipu lost because of his own actions. He just found a way to shift that responsibility to someone else. And we were convenient. Raj. You and Hiranyaksha. You were almost friends, weren’t you?” Raj nodded. “And Kasipu hated that. He was possessive beyond imagination, and he used his brother’s affection for you against you both. Yaksha died in an awful accident, one we cannot blame on anyone—even you Vee.” Devi glanced over at Vee whose mouth hung open in shock. “You may have opened the vortex, but you only sped up the inevitable, which was likely for the best.”

      “But we lost Dad because of it.”

      “Because of his actions, because of mine and Yaksha’s and because of Kasipu’s madness. Not because of you at all.”

      Vee fell silent, staring at the tableau of grief that was her family. Then she let out a laugh. “Right, now that we got that out of the way, can we get onto figuring out a way to save me before I become pey demon lunch?”
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      He turned to face the two gods who sat on the armchairs around the fire. Karan smiled. It seemed fitting that Agni would be the one closer to the flames. He took a breath and walked toward the two gods who had both just arrived within seconds of each other.

      The god of fire still possessed some of his power, and as he sat back in the armchair, his hands open on the armrests, he spun a ball of whirling fire a handbreadth above his palm. “Showing off, or bored, brother?” Karan asked as he took the third armchair that had been arranged around the gigantic marble fireplace.

      “A little bit of both,” Agni said, smiling. Despite the attempt at cheer, it was clear to Karan that the god’s eyes did not reflect that emotion. Agni was not in the least cheered or happy. Neither were any of the other gods. Some more than others, Karan knew. When Agni continued to speak, Karan forced himself to focus. “I am showing off, but more for my own self. Of late, I have felt the desire to remind myself of who I am. As though a part of me is afraid I may be dangerously close to losing myself. And then, of course, I am no longer put to good use as I used to be such a long time ago.”

      Hanuman was strangely silent during Agni’s confession. Perhaps the god agreed, but he’d never been a person who would share his emotions readily. Karan was glad though that the two of them had chosen to come to him.

      He leaned closer. “What can I do for you? I know this is far from a social visit.”

      Hanuman gave a short nod. “It is Parvathi. I fear we may have lost control over her.”

      Karan shook his head. “You forget, brother. We never did have control over her. She has always been on the volatile side.”

      “It is not her fault,” Agni said, glowering at Karan. “I am here, yes, but I want to make sure that we bear in mind that she is hurting. I do not want her to be hurt in the process.”

      “I understand.” Karan nodded, knowing how Agni felt. The god had held a soft spot in his heart for Parvathi for eons now, a fatherly caring that had always been to the goddess’s benefit. “Until recently Parvathi has complied. She understood—perhaps she has been angered at His departure, perhaps because He did not take her with Him. I can understand that. We all felt the pain of his leaving, and I can only imagine the depth of her suffering. But her grief has turned insidious, and that makes her dangerous.”

      “What are you trying to say? You want her neutralized?” Hanuman stared at Karan, eyes wide with shock at the suggestion.

      Karan shook his head. “In a sense, yes. I want no harm to come to her, but we need to take steps to prevent everything from coming crashing down on us. I cannot allow anyone to stand in the path of the future He wants for us. We need to make such preparations that would allow us to observe her activities. We need to ensure she has not crossed the line.”

      “Crossed the line?” asked Hanuman, his brow furrowing even as his glamor mimicked the movement.

      “Think like a general in an army, brother.”

      Hanuman sat back and stared into the fire. “I see. If I were Parvathi I would take steps to find out more about what He is up to.”

      Karan shook his head. “Think like a General passionate about his mission, perhaps subverted slightly by anger, fear, desperation.”

      Hanuman let out a long breath. “I know these emotions. I long for Him to return too. And yes, I see what you mean. Parvathi will not be thinking straight. Yes, she will have a plan, a strategy but not one that will be logically sound.”

      “So what do you think she will do?” asked Agni, tossing the ball of flame from his hand into the fire. The flames spat and sizzled as it absorbed the god’s fire into its midst.

      “She will find a way to eliminate the one thing that stands in her path.”

      Karan stiffened. Even though he had already arrived at that same conclusion, he still found the idea repugnant. “She may well have put things in place to facilitate the demise of the apsara.”

      “I still do not understand why Parvathi has such a deep-seated hatred for this apsara who, to my knowledge, is meant to be the one who helps us find Him, who will be the key to bringing Him home.”

      Hanuman turned to Agni. “You are well aware, just as I am, that the mother goddess had not taken kindly to being dismissed as the protector of our Lord. She felt He’d cast her aside when He appointed Tilottama as the head of his personal guard.”

      “But I am confused. Parvathi was still General of the Army of Mt Kailas. Why would she feel threatened by an apsara as a general? And one that it was widely known was ridiculously in love with her sage.” Agni almost rolled his eyes. “Are you implying the mother was jealous? If so, I do not believe that. The Mother is love personified.”

      “Like life and death, love and hate are the other halves of a perfect whole,” Karan said softly. “But I do not believe she acted out of jealousy. There is another element working among us who is intent on subverting His rules, who want to gain control of the heavens, if not install themselves on His throne. A faction like this would easily use underhanded means. No person, human or god, is immune to being emotionally manipulated. I do not believe the Mother ever bore such a thought on her own. What I do know is that she was guided into being suspicious. Which led us here, centuries later, where we are at this junction where the future of humanity, of the universe, hangs in the balance because a faction managed to use love as a means to gain control over Him.”

      Hanuman sighed and sat back while Agni’s eyes darkened. “I see things are more dire than I had expected it to be. Do we have intelligence on her movements? Enough to give us an idea of what she is doing on the earthy plane?”

      Karan nodded. “I have someone watching her. I had received a report that she had possibly hired a hit man, but I cannot be sure who or what?”

      Hanuman got to his feet and began to pace. “This is not the kind of thing I would have expected of her.”

      Karan wanted to talk the god out of his disbelief, but he had to hope that everything he’d said so far would be sufficient. He’d laid the groundwork, explained where they stood with the Mother Goddess.

      Then Hanuman stopped to face Karan. “I will help, but I will not, no more ever, comply if you expect me to hurt her. We bring her back, we rehabilitate her, we help her deal with her emotional battles so that when He returns she can meet him again, whole and filled with her prior power. We all know what it would do to Him should he know his love has taken his departure so negatively.”

      Karan smiled grimly. “Then you and I are of the same mind,” he said as he got to his feet.

      Beside him, Agni too rose, turning his back on the fire. The light threw a soft glow around him, making him look very much like the god he was. “I am of the same mind as you. I will help in whatever way you see fit.” Karan nodded. Though relieved, there was nothing in this that he enjoyed. He hoped that one day Parvathi would forgive them.

      The two gods began to shimmer, preparing to depart. Karan said, “I will send the details, and we can put together a handful of different teams. I have something planned, but please feel free to fine-tune.”

      Both gods began to shimmer and fade away.

      But just before they fully disappeared he saw both bow before him, low and respectful.

      “Thank you, my Lord,” said Hanuman. “I will do my best to serve you.” Beside him, Agni was nodding and bowing.

      In response, Lord Vishnu smiled and raised his palm in blessing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 85

          

        

      

    

    
      Vee paced back and forth, casting a nervous eye on the door to the boardroom. Both her parents sat at the end of the table, leaving the seat at the head open for her. She’d declined, they’d insisted and Radhima had said, “Shut up and take it,” but in a much nicer way.

      “How long before they get here?” Vee asked again, probably for the tenth time.

      Devi lifted her gaze, from the notepad before her. When the door opened, she smiled at Kesha who strolled inside, bearing a stack of leather folders. After setting it down beside Devi, Kesha shared a glance with her boss before receiving a short nod. Then the girl rounded Devi and came to stand in front of Vee.

      Vee frowned and then smiled, the expression probably looking constipated, but she soon forgot all about how she looked when Kesha sank to her knees and touched the front of Vee’s black leather boots.

      “Ergh,” was all Vee managed to utter before she took a step backward.

      Kesha sighed and got to her feet.

      Devi sighed and said, “I told you so.”

      Raj sighed and said, “Are you in the least surprised?”

      Radhima sighed and said, “I wanted to laugh but a sigh seemed more appropriate.”

      Vee stared around the room. “What is going on? Have you all gone mad?”

      Raj snickered, and Kesha smiled, apparently unaffected by Vee’s weird reaction. The PA stepped forward and bowed, this time using only her head to perform the obeisance. “I am honored to meet you Great mother of the Apsaras. I am you servant. Now and forever.”

      As the girl bowed again, her spine shimmered, and she glowed. For all of two seconds, but it was enough.

      “You’re an Apsara?”

      Kesha nodded. “Devi took me in when I was a very much troubled teenager. I think there may have been no hope for me, but the guild found me, and Devi welcomed me into the fold.”

      Vee raised her eyebrows. “You’re good at keeping secrets. Great poker face.”

      Kesha’s smile disappeared. “I’m sorry I had to lie to you. I had no choice. It was for your own safety.”

      Vee nodded and forced a smile onto her face. She didn’t feel like smiling. She didn’t feel like being nice. In fact, she felt like throwing up.

      “You’re not pregnant, are you?” asked Radhima appearing at Vee’s side.

      “Aargh,” Vee exclaimed. “No. I’m not pregnant. I thought you said you weren’t senile?”

      Radhima let out a loud bark of laughter, Raj joined in, and Devi admonished Vee with a, “Have some respect young lady.”

      Vee wanted to remind her mother that she was twenty-six, and she was pretty sure that she was no longer classified as being a young lady.

      “Don’t kid yourself. You’ll be sixty-seven and still be a young lady to them.”

      “Thanks. Way to make me feel better,” Vee said stalking toward the table. She took a seat and opened the leather folder that had been placed at her seat. She reread the presentation that her mom and Kesha had slaved over, confirming all points, other than her feathered stalker had been covered.

      The door opened as she completed her first pass, and three women and a man entered the room.

      Devi and Raj rose and went to them to shake their hands. As Vee made to rise as well, a voice beside her said, “You stay put. They must come to you.” Vee was surprised to find Syama now stood at her side, with Akil guarding the door.

      At her right hand, her grandmother agreed with Syama. “When they come to you, then you stand to receive their greeting. Do not bow or touch them.”

      This was one of the strangest experiences that Vee had ever had. She obeyed and watched as the tallest of the three women completed her greeting of Vee’s mother. The Guild member was tall, her form curvaceous and her eyes sparkling. She exuded an aura of power, but Vee also read humility and serenity in her too.

      She wore a pale blue silk skirt and over it a matching pale blue coat which appeared to be handmade and shot with gold. The collar and lapels were bordered with a wide band of gold-threaded patterns that glinted with jewels.

      She wore a nose-ring, and giant hooped earrings that touched her shoulders. “Ceremonial dress,” supplied Radhima.

      Behind her, a second woman followed, her own clothing a similar pale color, this time ice white with the barest hint of green. Vee studied the woman’s aura, which appeared as edges in a dark shadow. Her bearing was equally regal, but her expression was cooler, her gaze darting around the room and falling on Vee. Her eyes narrowed just the tiniest bit before she caught herself and pulled calm over her that appeared as a physical veil.

      Vee knew before her grandmother spoke in her ear that this guild-member would have to be watched. “Ruvani Ghai. When she gets to you, tell her to drop her glamor. And be pleasant, remain calm as you speak,” Radhima whispered in her ear.

      The first guild member drew alongside Vee and smiled, the dimple in her cheek deepening as she fell to her knees. Vee got to her feet and waited as the woman completed her obeisance.

      “This is Ushara Naga. The High Mistress of the Guild. She’s the boss.”

      Vee smiled as the woman got to her feet. For the shortest moment, Vee was at a loss as to what to say, but her grandmother’s voice guided her. “Namaste Mother Ushara. Peace be with you.”

      Ushara smiled, her dimples deepening as she showed her happiness at the meeting. “Great Mother of Apsaras. It is my great honor to serve you. I am your humble hand, in this life and the next.”

      Vee forced herself to remain in control of her eyebrows. Ushara stepped aside and drifted down the table to seat herself beside Devi. Vee was partially aware of the two women embracing each other with the emotional equivalent of two teenage girls.

      The next guild member stopped before Vee, her spine stiff as she dropped to the floor. She performed the greeting and got to her feet, smiling at Vee. The woman’s face was round and bore a hint of a beauty that had been lost to age. She appeared to be in her late forties, dark brown eyes, fair-skinned, and straight hair parted in the center of her head. Her hands jangled with bangles and her garments seemed to hum with an aura that gave Vee the impression of beauty.

      Vee smiled and said, “Namaste Mother Ruvani. Peace be with you.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed as Vee spoke her name, but she smiled and said, “Great Mother of Apsaras. It is my great honor to serve you. I am your humble hand, in this life and the next.”

      She stepped away, and Vee was aware of Ushara’s condemnation.

      “She wasn’t dismissed by you. Remind her about the glamor now.”

      “Oh, Mother Ruvani?”

      Ruvani paused on her way to take a seat at Raj’s left. She looked over her shoulder at Vee and waited.

      Smiling, Vee said, “We’re holding this meeting with the utmost openness and trust in each other. There will be no need for glamors here.”

      Ruvani’s eyes narrowed and her cheeks grew redder. But she inclined her head. “As you wish, Mother of Apsaras. I apologize for forgetting.”

      Vee was tempted to tell her that she’d seen the woman draw the glamor over herself after she’d entered the room, but she suspected that would not be very diplomatic.

      “You learn well, young grasshopper.”

      The third woman to greet Vee was a woman named Keiron Armitage. The woman’s blonde hair hung in ringlets around her shoulders, the color accepted by the pale pink of her ceremonial garb. She voiced her greetings and Vee returned her blessings. The woman exuded a bouncy energy and Vee felt herself tempted to smile.

      The last to greet her was a man named, Rohit Soheil. “He’s Keiron’s husband. Ushara is widowed, and Ruvani is married but currently estranged from her husband.”

      Vee got the feeling—from the tone in her grandmother’s voice—that she was not a fan of Ruvani. For whatever reason, Vee shared that emotion.

      Vee took her seat and Devi cleared her throat. “Ushara would you like to call the meeting to order? Kesha will be recording the meeting.”

      Ushara nodded and spoke a few lines in Sanskrit that Vee understood meant she was calling upon the gods to bless their meeting.

      Then Ushara looked over at Vee and said, “This is quite a report. I’m shocked that the Demon Horde has made such inroads in so short a space of time.” She paused and studied the report again. “May I ask how you know of this?”

      Vee smiled. “I’m afraid I can’t divulge my source. Even the FBI do not know him other than what I believe is a pseudonym.”

      Ushara nodded but Ruvani scowled, leaning forward to study Vee’s face. “How are we to know that this information is to be trusted if we can’t confirm the source?”

      Vee pursed her lips. “You’re going to have to trust me on that. I’m not in a position to lie and there’s too much at stake for political games.”

      Keiron cleared her throat. “What do you need from us? Considering you’re going to be doing much of the heavy lifting, it’s all we can do to offer what help we can.”

      Vee glanced at her mother, her eyes urging Devi to respond. Vee had little idea of what she could expect from the Guild, let alone what she was in a position to demand.

      “We’ll need tactical support,” said Devi.

      Now that was not what Vee had expected.

      Ushara nodded. “I can arrange that. We have a special ops team we can put at your disposal.”

      “We can offer you an arsenal of pey weaponry with a focus on ammunition,” Keiron added.

      Raj shifted in his seat, hovering his pen over his notepad. “If you can give me specifics on the ammo, we can cross check our store to confirm what exactly we need. I know we’ve supplied much of your stock, but we also have a few products in R&D that we could re-evaluate for use—it would be more experimental in this instance, but firepower is firepower.”

      Ushara nodded and glanced over at Ruvani who picked her phone up off the table and began swiping and tapping. Seconds later she said, “I’ve emailed it to you, Devi.” She spoke to Vee’s mom, deliberately ignoring Raj who scowled at her rudeness.

      Devi’s lips lifted in one corner as she studied Ruvani’s tight features for a moment. Then she looked up at Kesha. “Can you forward that email on to Raj please, he’ll check on the stock in the stores and armory for us and tell us what R&D can supply.”

      Vee leaned forward. “I have one item I can offer.”

      All eyes turned to Vee.
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      “After my run-in with pey brain, I’ve been working on a formulation that’s virus based. It’s based on the use of a natural born virus within the brain of the pey demon. I’ve formulated a clone virus with a tiny change in molecular structure that will present similar to encephalitis or meningitis. It’s not fatal, and I’ve prepared an antidote, but it’s sufficient to incapacitate a pey demon within seconds.”

      “Are you ready for mass production?”

      Vee shifted her gaze to Raj who was already scribbling in his notepad as fast as he was physically capable. “I haven’t tested on live subjects yet.”

      “Perhaps you need to go hunting?” Keiron smiled, her eyes sparkling.

      Vee shrugged. “I don’t believe I need to, but it will be handy to test the speed of symptom onset. It would help to fine-tune the impact.” The thought of testing the virus out on a living breathing species felt a little distasteful to Vee, and it must have shown on her face because Ruvani gave a soft laugh.

      “Squeamish, are we?”

      Vee frowned. “No. Not squeamish. I’m happy to defend people against a demon attack, whatever the species, but I don’t relish the thought of inflicting harm on some random pey we pick up off the streets. In addition, I’m not keen on alerting the pey leadership that we have a possible weapons solution. And it’s bio warfare which I’m not even sure is ethical.”

      Ushara cleared her throat. “I understand your concern but if it’s contained, and a temporary measure…. Are there lasting or physically damaging side-effects of the use of your virus?”

      Vee shook her head. “Nothing lasting. Swelling on the brain that will subside, fevers and chills that the body itself will manage. Symptoms will be resolved after three days and the demon will go back to being healthy.”

      “I don’t see the point. Why don’t we make it lethal and get rid of them once and for all? Aren’t you the deadliest demon-killer this side of the millennia?” Ruvani asked, her tone dripping sarcasm. But her words hit a nerve for Vee.

      “I’m not used to warfare at this scale, and my experience thus far is enough to prove it. Yes, I kill demons, but I’m not randomly attacking villages filled with innocent demons. I track demons who are causing havoc and harm, and if I can, I arrest them. Elimination is a last resort.”

      “But the Demon Horde is spilling into our world. The whole point is to eliminate them.”

      “Then it’s clear you’ve missed the point.” Vee got to her feet, noticing for the first time that her skin bore a faint shimmering glow. Not sure what it was, she dismissed it and began to pace along the length of the table, forcing Ruvani to twist around to look at her as Vee passed. “The Demon Horde was banished to Naraka millennia ago, at the end of the previous Yuga, for the safety of humanity and the other non-demonic races. Whatever their crimes were, even we do not know. But it’s our responsibility to control the influx of the demon element into this plane. It’s not our responsibility to terminate every single demon we cross paths with. Not all of them are evil, in case you didn’t realize that.”

      “This is amusing,” Ruvani said, smirking as she turned her back to Vee and folded her arms. She leaned back and sighed. “Here we thought you were a great warrior, but instead you’re afraid of the demons.”

      The tension around the table intensified as Ushara and Kerion both glared at the woman. But Vee ignored them and said, “I’m far from amused. You speak as though you are ignorant, and bigoted. We live in this plane with the humans, but they could just as easily turn against us because of our species. How would you like to be on the wrong end of an ethnic cleansing?”

      Ushara shook her head. “I admit that I hadn’t considered this situation from that angle. But I understand where you are coming from. In the past, all we’ve done is react, kill the demons who cause terror, and that’s expanded to searching them out and killing them before they kill. And I suspect we have crossed the line many times already. What you’re suggesting is we work smarter, especially to ensure we don’t destroy all chances of coming to a common understanding with the Demon Horde—if that should ever come to pass.”

      “Now you want to treat with them? Are you people insane?” Ruvani’s eyes were wide, her cheeks blotchy with anger.

      Vee’s eyes narrowed as she studied the woman. Her aural patterns were mayhem, twisting lines of blues and greens that made little sense to Vee.

      “That woman has never changed,” said Radhima at Vee’s shoulder. “Just calm down and move along with the meeting.”

      Radhima was right though. “We’re wasting time trying to deal with your dissent, Mother Ruvani. Let’s address your objections at a different time.” Vee looked over at her dad. “Let’s get moving on production of the virus. I’m confident enough that we don’t need a field test. I’m not going to hunt down some innocent to perform the test, and we can’t afford to wait for another pey attack.”

      Raj nodded and scribbled some more before motioning to Kesha and getting to his feet. “I’d better set things in motion. Do you need me for the rest?” he asked Devi and then looked at Vee.

      Both women shook their heads, and he left the room with Kesha hurrying after him.
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      Vee wasn’t as amped as she’d expected to be.

      They’d made a decision to keep Rossi out of the loop for now. If that came back to bite her in the ass, then she’d deal with that when it happened. Worst case scenario, she’d lose her badge, but something told her Rossi wouldn’t arbitrarily set her loose. She’d become too valuable to him. Still, she was well aware that he would be supremely pissed off.

      Vee and Raj had spent the last few hours with R&D, going over the virus she’d grown and pushing them through the process to transform it into ammunition that consisted of hair thin, needle-like glass chambers. These vessels would be filled with the virus, which would in turn be filled inside the weapons they’d selected.

      Raj had agreed with Vee that the adapted, short-barreled shotgun would be perfect for effectively dispersing the needles. They’d redesigned the barrels to enable the dispersal to cover a wider trajectory, the ammunition exploding from the barrel in a wide pattern that covered a one-yard circumference.

      Vee would have preferred a wider, horizontal trajectory but they had far too little time to work on the adjustment. Syama and Akil were performing recon, keeping an eye on the nest to ensure nothing changed in terms of the location or the security.

      Even though Akil had assured Vee that pey demons would never move their nurseries as it posed too much of a risk to the embryos as they matured, Vee insisted they keep a close eye on the place.

      They’d agreed to hit the nursery the next night. While Vee had toiled at her Dad’s side, napping for ten minutes at a time when exhaustion hit her hard, Vee had considered where Lucy was being kept and if she was still alive. It didn’t bear thinking about. And the thought that Monroe would be upset should they not find the mother and child, also twisted deep within Vee’s gut. If anything, she wanted to find the mother and child for Monroe’s sake.

      Guilt too filtered through Vee as she worked. A strangely moved part of her wanted to bring the detective in on their mission, but her gut told her that would be a supremely bad idea.
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      The next evening, they were using the boardroom as a prep room, the redwood table covered in a leather sheet, was weighed down by weaponry. Syama had dropped off Vee’s go-bag, filled with all of Vee’s weaponry including the conch. Vee tucked it deeper into her bag and concentrated on the weapons.

      She was selecting her ammo and filling the specially modified magazines when the door to the boardroom opened and Devi walked in, half a dozen women in tow.

      They were dressed in all black, skin tight Lycra, hugging every curve without so much as a single wrinkle. Empty holsters hung from their waists and were strapped to their thighs and shoulders. Each woman wore a tactical helmet, visors black but shimmering with a red overlay that Vee knew would be showing them IR details.

      She raised an eyebrow but said nothing as she grabbed her hair and began to wind it into a low bun.

      Then women removed their helmets in one smooth move as Devi turned to Vee. “This is Alpha Team. They will be under your command.”

      Vee nodded, despite the urge to ask who they were and where they’d come from. As their superior, she didn’t want to weaken her position of authority by appearing ignorant of their assignment to her. The look on Devi’s face told her she’d taken the right stance.

      Vee faced the women and nodded. “Who is Team Leader?” she asked scanning the faces, a redhead, a brunette, a Korean, and three women on Indian stock. Vee approved of the mix and hoped the team would work well with her.

      Not that they had much choice.

      The shortest of the women stepped forward. Her hair was long, black, and sleek, hanging to just below her waist. Her eyes were dark and she had eyelashes to die for. She nodded at Vee, her expression enigmatic. “Team Leader Shivani Virat, Mother Apsara.”

      Vee nodded and withheld her smile. She knew she had to be neutral and professional. “Where is Bravo Team based, and who are they reporting to?” she asked, glancing over at her mom.

      “Bravo Team reports to your personal security team, Mother,” Shivani answered, her neck stiff. “Team Leader Ashnee Pavan is reporting to Syama and they’re dispatching out of the basement. Comms will be online in ten.”

      Vee nodded again. She was saved from a response when her father walked into the boardroom, his brow furrowed, a pair of glasses riding low on his nose. He carried a bright red file, on top of which sat a fat black suitcase.

      As he hurried inside, weaving between tactical team members and chairs, it hit Vee hard that her father was a nerd. A scientist, and a bioweapons engineer. Vee hadn’t fallen very far when considering the apple and the tree.

      He shoved aside a small stack of guns and opened a space for the box. “Here. You’ll want this.” He waved a hand at the box, then leaned forward to open it with a flourish.

      Inside the black interior were two dozen gleaming golden balls.

      “Did someone rob a quidditch match?” Vee asked, eyebrow raised.

      Two of the tac team members snorted and two choked on their laughter. When Vee glanced over, she could have sworn Shivani had been one of the culprits.

      Sense of humor? Check.

      Raj turned to look at Vee. “What?”

      Vee lifted a hand. “Quidditch Dad. Harry potter? The Snitch?” Her dad stared blankly. “Never mind.” She’d been tempted to respond with her usual retort of where he’d been in the last ten years, but had thought the better of it. He was in a professional standing here, as owner of Shankar Industries no less.

      His lip quirked and he replied, “Yeah, I know. What rock have I been living under for the last decade, huh?” Vee’s eyes widened at him, and she gave a small shake of her head, glancing quickly at the now-perplexed team. “Oh, never mind them. They know my weird sense of humor.”

      Huh?

      Vee glanced at Shivani, who shook her head and smiled at Raj before schooling her features.

      Vee cleared her throat. “Okay, boy who lives under rock, please do enlighten us what your bagful of snitches can do?” Vee had totally given up trying to look professional. Her words earned her a roll of the eyes from her mother who raised her hands in the air and looked up at the ceiling, her signature move when asking the gods why she’d been blessed with such a clueless kid.

      Her dad on the other hand smiled widely. “They’re grenades. Bombs filled with fire. Once the timer goes off the fire mixes with mercury, bursts into flame and doesn’t die off until it’s consumed all biological elements around it.”

      “Fire and mercury?”

      He nodded. “Plus, a little something to give it wings,” he said, grinning.

      Vee did a double take, wondering if he’d meant what she thought with his reference to wings. Beside her she caught Shivani looking at him too.

      “So you set the timer, and skedaddle. You can’t be nearby as the post detonation pressure will push through the tunnels. I’ve run some sims using Syama’s specs of the tunnel layout and I think you will need to jump out of there immediately. You can’t run fast enough to avoid the pressure radius of the blast.”

      “Here,” said Vee to Shivani, handing her two grenades. “Keep these two just in case we need a backup kablooey or three.”

      Shivani took them and glanced up at Vee, her brow furrowed. “There’s only two…”

      “What?” asked Vee, her mind already onto considering their next step.

      Shivani slid the two bombs into the satchel wound around her torso. Its bulk confirmed the presence of a number of weapons for which Vee was glad. You never knew when they’d come in handy.

      “We have blast resistant tactical gear,” Shivani offered, her eyes questioning.

      Raj shook his head. “Sorry Shivs, you’re going to have to get totally gone. Unless you want to be flattened. The mercury doesn’t mix well with the fire and if something goes wrong, I’d prefer you all get out alive at least. I don’t want to deal with your father if you’re incinerated by my weapons.”

      Shivani grinned. “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s her mother who’s going to be harder to deal with you know,” said Devi as she began distributing sheets of paper to each of the women. “Grab you weapons and gear, suit up and be ready to move out in ten.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 88

          

        

      

    

    
      After readying her team, Syama left them with Akil and jumped to Vee’s side.

      “Are you ready?” she asked softly, nodding at the team as they strapped on the last of their weapons.

      “Locked and loaded,” Vee murmured, her mind going over the plan.

      Syama held out a hand to Vee and one to Shivani. She shimmered away, her form disappearing, followed quickly by the room fading away like an image burned to dust. They arrived inside the tunnel that overlooked the nursery of pey eggs and Syama left Vee and the tac team leader there as she made three more trips to ferry the remainder of the team to Vee’s side.

      “B Team?” asked Vee softly.

      Syama pointed at another tunnel which opened a few yards higher on the opposite wall.

      Below them, movement drew their attention to the shadows that flitted between the eggs. A small group of demons, clipboards in arms, walked among the eggs ticking items off their lists. One was taking photographs, the other using a strange device that appeared to be a sonogram of sorts. He drew a long narrow wand over the widest portion of the sac and stared at a screen that rested on his arm. From Vee’s vantage point, it appeared to reveal the images of a person within the sac, the shape and feel of the image resembling that of an unborn baby.

      Vee suppressed a shudder.

      Both teams maintained position until the demon baby doctor completed a circuit of random testing before leaving through a tunnel to the far left of the hall.

      With their departure, the lights dimmed and Vee squatted. Shivani taped Vee’s helmet and mouthed, “Infrared.” Vee nodded and flicked the button to turn the IR sensor on. Immediately an overlay of the room shimmered in patterns of red and purple, not unlike Vee’s own aural vision.

      Vee glanced at Shivani and nodded. The Team leader made a circling motion with her hand in the air above her head, giving both teams the go ahead. Akil and Syama took turns to jump everyone down to ground level where the team members weaved between the hanging sacs, positioning the bombs and setting the times to give them a ten-minute window.

      As Vee set the charge on one bomb, she got to her feet and studied the sacs around her. One of the eggs undulated as though the embryo within was moving or turning over. The pale skin of the sac shifted and a face pressed against it, perfectly outlined and almost visible through the thin, near transparent sac.

      Vee swallowed a shriek and waved at Syama for a ride out of there. The moment she’d seen the face, she realized that all those eggs contained a living breathing demon. Were they about to commit mass murder?

      As she watched from the tunnel above, she softened her breathing and studied the aural patterns from below. As soon as she opened her senses, her mind was flooded with the sound of heartbeats, thrumming loud around her as if they echoed within her head.

      But she didn’t have a choice anymore. This was a nest of demons who were hell bent on the destruction of humanity. From what she knew, one of the main dangers of the demonic horde was the individual’s ability to transfer their spirits from body to body.

      Below them were hundreds of eggs that were more than likely going to be hosts for demonic spirits just waiting in line for a flesh-suit.

      Vee had to stop thinking of them as if they were mortal. Destroying this nursery would eliminate this wave of demons from finding a way to physical existence but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t wait their turn for the next body they could create.

      All Vee and her team were doing was hampering their progress.

      “Get the teams out. Team Leaders wait to ensure nothing goes wrong.”

      Shivani nodded and Syama disappeared as she worked on jumping the team out of harm’s way. In the end, only Vee, Shivani, and Syama remained, waiting until almost the last moment to jump.

      Syama grabbed a hold of Vee and Shivani just as the timers ticked off the last two seconds. When they arrived inside the boardroom it was as if they’d brought part of the blast with them. The three women tumbled out of empty nothing and flew through the air, Syama hitting the glass cabinet, Vee slamming into the table, and Shivani hitting the window before sliding to the ground as a rippling of cracks appeared in the glass.

      “Shit,” Vee cried out as she rolled off the table and rushed to the Alpha Team leader.

      “It’s okay. It’s triple glazed so you’d need to break all three panes to get out,” Devi said as she rushed into the room.

      Vee fell to the ground, taking a deep breath. “How long before we can go back?”

      “Two minutes until the fire clears and the overheated fumes die away.”

      Vee nodded and straightened, watching Syama and Shivani as they also rose and dusted themselves off. Shivani glanced over her shoulder at the window and grimaced. “That was close,” she said grinning.

      Vee didn’t answer, her mind too focused on the fact that she hadn’t considered the danger they all faced when they’d taken this mission on.

      “Ready to go back in T minus thirty seconds,” Shivani said nodding at Syama who strode over to Vee.

      The Alpha Team leader also followed suit and hurried over to stand beside Vee.

      Syama transported them back over to the tunnel and Vee’s mouth dropped open. Not only was the tunnel brickwork now blackened, there were chunks gouged out of the walls as if some huge creature had made its way through the rounded corridor scraping gigantic claws into the walls.

      Vee steadied herself as her feet hit ground, then shifted forward slowly until she reached the tunnel edge. Down below, destruction awaited as remnants of embryos and burned egg sacs fluttered around on invisible eddies.

      The bombs had detonated in sync and the fields of the explosions had spread out and overlapped each other. That along with the devastating fire had turned the embryos into a pool of unrecognizable sludge coating the bottom of the hall.

      Vee felt bile rise in her throat and she shifted her gaze away and studied the tunnel around her. As she stepped away from the hall, she found herself pausing to listen.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Shivani, her voice low even on the comms link.

      “Not sure. Just something doesn’t feel—”

      Something slammed into Vee and Shivani sending them sprawling on the floor of the narrow tunnel. The wall where Vee had just been standing exploded, shavings of splintered brick flew in every direction and Vee felt them stabbing into her protective gear as her helmeted head bounced off the wall. For a moment, she lay there, brain buzzing and then she sucked in a breath and rolled over, blinking the stars from her eyes.

      A groan from her side brought her upright and she searched the dusty space for Shivani and Syama. Syama was lying on the floor holding her head. “Thanks dude,” Vee murmured as she helped the hellhound up. “Saved my life there.”

      Syama grunted. “It’s what I do,” she muttered then coughed.

      Shivani was already crouched staring out in the direction from which the bullet had originated. “Sorry, Syama. Know you’re a bit shaken up, but let’s get out of here before the next one turns us to dust.”

      Syama nodded and rolled over into a crouch. Vee and Shivani reached out to grab her hand. They shimmered away just in time. Two more missiles plunged into the wall beside the women and exploded.

      Again, the three women solidified inside the boardroom, bringing dust and dirt with them.

      “Man, the cleaning crew ain’t gonna like us after today,” muttered Vee as she surveyed the deep dark pile that covered the boardroom floor. Around them the air shimmered with dust, and debris covered the floor.

      “Those were live weapons, Vee,” said Syama as she dusted herself off.

      “They thought we were human.” Shivani put her hands on her hips as she tapped her foot.

      Just as Vee was about to reply the air beside them boiled and three demons solidified, weapons held high as they surveyed the boardroom and its occupants.

      Shit.

      Vee surged forward, grabbing her trishula and taking a swing at the tallest demon. His face was bare, and a bright red earring shimmered in his ear. He hit back with his sword, the metal clanging against the trishula. The impact set off a loud ringing that was so bad Vee was tempted to protect her ears with her hands.

      Instead, she ignored the sound and focused on throwing her knives at her opponent. Each of the girls battled their own demon—literally. Bullets rang out, slamming into the walls and the window, daggers went wide plunging into chairs and equipment.

      “Syama,” Vee yelled. “Get us back before we destroy this place.”

      Without a word, Syama transported them back to the tunnel. Vee knew the effort would drain her, jumping five people would take its toll, but the hellhound didn’t seem to miss a stride.

      The confined space of the tunnel forced Vee to put the trishula away and reach for her chakra. The sudden appearance of the weapon as Vee whipped it out of her belt loop caught the demon by surprise, and he wasn’t fast enough to avoid Vee’s wide swipe.

      His throat split open and dark blood spurted out of the gash. The demon emitted a gurgling sound, his hands going to the wound as if to stop the blood flow. Then he fell forward, landing on his face and stopped moving.

      Shivani despatched her demon with a dagger to the side of the neck while Syama dropped her opponent over the edge of the tunnel into the murky dead-demon embryo sludge.

      Just as they thought they were safe, another explosion rocked the tunnel and Vee raised her hands, instinct bringing on her force field. She’d barely practiced using the power and was glad it still worked, especially considering the three of them would have been incinerated had she not raised the protective barrier in time.

      Inside the bubble, Vee glanced over at Syama. “Where’s B Team? Akil?”

      Both Shivani and Syama shook their heads “Comms appears to be down.”

      “Not good enough. We need to find them and get them to safety.”

      Shivani put her hand to her ear. “Balance of the squad is reporting they’re safe in the basement. Akil went back for Ashnee—she’d remained to guard their flank. They haven’t returned yet.”

      No!
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      “How long?”

      “A few minutes.”

      “Possibly a few minutes too long, especially in this place.” Vee frowned as she spoke, the odd sound echoing in her ears again. She shook her head, even though she knew how incongruous the movement was—it wasn’t as if she could shake away a sound that rang inside her head.

      Vee looked up at Syama, but the hellhound was already shimmering away.

      When she returned a few moments later, her eyes were wide, her skin pale. Shaking her head, she said, “I couldn’t find him.”

      “And?” asked Vee, already reading the hellhound’s consternation.

      “And we have a problem. This isn’t the only nursery.”

      Vee was a little stunned for a moment as she processed Syama’s words.

      More nurseries meant their mission was far from over. It also meant they’d shown their hand by bombing the nursery in the tunnel.

      “We need to check it out. Move fast.” Both women nodded. “Syama, you drop us near the next nursery and we’ll check it out, then go tell Dad we need more bombs. Let’s hope he made extra. Otherwise we’re SOL.”

      Syama nodded then jumped Vee and Shivani to a wider tunnel, only this one was a space to run electrical conduits and ended in a dead end. Vee’s eyes widened as she shuffled along the concrete wall, avoiding the fat ropy electrical wiring that ran down the center of the pipe.

      “This isn’t good.” Syama pointed at the mouth of the pipeline and Vee crawled forward. This time there was no direct access to the nursery. It was barred by a metal grate with spacings no larger than Vee’s thumb. It did have a hole in the center, but it was only large enough for the electrical wiring and didn’t have space enough for even a Bobby pin to pass through.

      And it happened to be the only access point onto the nursery other than two metal doors on the opposite wall.

      “It’s much smaller than the first one.” Vee eyed the collection of eggs through the grating, watching a small groups of white-coated demons do an inspection, very similar to the one they’d performed at the last nursery.

      “I’m going to speak to Raj. Be back in a sec.”

      Below them, the space was smaller, and felt more closed in. “What is this place?”

      “It appears to be a basement to some sort of industrial firm. These conduits are for backup power, likely to a computer mainframe.”

      Syama returned, her face grim. “He’ll have it ready in twenty. We need to scope out the rest of the nurseries because if there’s this one, you can bet there’s more.”

      Vee nodded. Syama was only saying exactly what she was already thinking.

      “This whole thing is way bigger than we expected. And I’m still not entirely sure what Lucy and her baby have to do with this,” Vee said softly. Then she pulled herself free from the thoughts. No point in focusing on that for now. There’d be time enough later for that.

      “Syama? Can we rely on you to locate the rest of the nurseries?”

      The hellhound nodded. “I can locate them, but it would be easier if I had help.”

      “You worried about Akil?

      Syama didn’t respond.

      “I am too. And you looked for him, but right now we can’t do anything other than keep going on with the mission.”

      “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “You and me both, girl. You and me both.”

      Syama sighed. “I’ll get those locations and send them on to you and the team,” Syama said then shimmered away.

      “I’ll coordinate the locations and we’ll formulate a plan of attack,” said Shivani.

      “Yeah. It needs to be coordinated and we have to move—”

      Vee was cut off by the sound of shouts from below. Peering through the grate she and Shivani watched as the contingent of demons turned and raced from the room. Vee heard mention of a nursery and explosions, and of someone being captured. They disappeared through the door and Vee heard the clanging of locks on the other side of the doors.

      “They secured the location well,” Shivani murmured.

      “Making it perfect for our attack.” Vee paused, considering where the demons had gone. “Surely they aren’t going to the nursery we just destroyed. So, I’d guess they must be going to look for whoever they captured.”

      Vee looked at Shivani and froze as the other girl’s eyes widened.

      “Akil!”
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      Vee and Shivani waited impatiently until Syama returned ten minutes later. They were enclosed in the pipe with no possible way out other than to blow the thing to pieces. That was an option they didn’t want to consider.

      Syama materialized beside them, her face pinched and dark with tension.

      “We have to follow the guards. They left here a while ago, and we couldn’t follow them,” Vee said speaking as fast as possible and motioning for Syama to take them now.

      But the hellhound shook her head. “I know.”

      Vee frowned and looked over at Shivani, then said, “Know what?”

      “That they have Akil.”

      Vee shook her head, wanting it to not be true, but from the look on Syama’s face, she knew that was impossible.

      Then Vee sighed. “Okay. What can you tell us about where they are holding him?”

      “Some kind of magical field. It’s next to one of the nurseries which is probably the only reason I found him.” Syama swallowed hard then looked up at the top of the shaft, avoiding Vee’s eyes. “I should have known something was wrong.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. We should have all known something was wrong. For now, let’s get those charges set at all the nursery location and let’s get in and retrieve Akil before the timers go off.”

      Syama’s mouth tightened, forming a thin line and Vee knew she’d best get the hellhound focusing on something other than blaming herself.

      Vee looked over at the Alpha Team leader who took her cue and tapped her comms. “We have a green light to set those charges. All teams proceed to each of your locations. Syama will assist to distribute you all.”

      Syama barely blinked before disappearing, and Vee shook her head. “We really need to get another team member who can help out with the transportation.”

      “Hopefully one that doesn’t get captured,” said Shivani with a smile.

      Vee grinned and counted the minutes until Syama arrived. She’d barely solidified before saying, “All charges are set. We have twenty minutes to get in, get Akil and get far away.”

      Vee nodded and reached for Syama’s hand as the hellhound said, “He’s in some kind of force field, so we’re going to have to figure out how to release him first.”

      “How many guards? Firepower?”

      “Six guards, all armed. Looked like handguns to me. Nothing semiautomatic which is odd. They can’t be that complacent.”

      Vee had no idea what to expect from the demons. She’d imagine a more well-organized system with their upper echelon considering their political aims, of which Vee had to admit she knew all too little.

      I supposed we’ll find out soon enough.
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      They arrived under cover of Syama’s glamor, and this time there was no safe place to hide. Vee knew all too well that Syama’s glamor hid them from the demons, but if Akil had gotten caught, who knew what methods the demons had to detect even a hellhound glamor.

      As they solidified in the furthest corner of the small room, Vee swallowed the urge to cry out in horror.

      In the middle of the room, a ball of energy pulsed and spun, its clear skin revealing the prisoner inside. Akil. He hung within the ball, held in place by crackling sparks of mini lightning bolts.

      Akil’s gaze flitted to the trio the moment they arrived, and he sent them a pointed glance. Vee looked over at what he was indicating, and she gasped at the sight of Lucy lying at the bottom of a similar ball of energy, only this one absent of the lightning.

      Good thing too, as the sparks would not have been healthy for the unborn child. Vee studied the young woman, relieved to see that she appeared to be in good health. She lay at the bottom curve of the ball, arms wrapped around her stomach as she curled on her side. Her hair was oily and un-brushed, and her clothing appeared soiled, as if she’d not been allowed to have a change of clothes during the last four days.

      Despite the lack of care, Vee was glad the girl was still alive.

      When Vee glanced back at Akil, she found him glaring at her. Then he looked away and shook his head. She knew what he was doing. He was trying to tell her something without bringing her presence to the attention of the demons that milled around the room.

      The space wasn’t overly big; about the size of a large school gymnasium, it contained a trio of large chairs at one end, a long table filled with a medley of food, fruits, and files. And two long dining tables that sat parallel to each other on either side of the hall.

      Had they walked into a dining hall?

      Vee looked at Syama, but the hellhound’s attention was focused on a pair of demons who seemed to be watching her. Vee looked at Shivani who shook her head, her eyes wide with concern.

      Up at the end of the hall, one of the larger demons began to laugh, the sound raucous and echoing around the room.

      “Your glamor won’t work here, hellhound.” He snickered as he stared at Syama, his eyes shifting to red and then black, and back again.

      Syama had frozen in place in the center aisle and Vee could tell the hellhound wanted to turn around and look at Vee. Instead, she concentrated on the two demons who swaggered to her.

      Vee recognized the larger of the two. “Harvard,” she muttered, gritting her teeth.

      “What?” whispered Shivani from Vee’s side. But Vee didn’t have time to respond as a sound at her back had the pair spinning around to face another set of demons.

      “Ah, the entertainment has arrived. And what better entertainment than to watch an apsara be smashed to death, right?” Cheers rose from the floor as dozens of demons turned to watch the three women face down their demon opponents.

      Shivani raised her gun and fired, the blast of her weapon setting the battle in motion. The bullet spread apart and hit wide, slamming into both the demons advancing on them. Though all the glass slivers failed to hit their skin, enough passed through seams and areas where skin was visible.

      The two fell and began writing on the floor. Not that it mattered that they’d downed two with one shot. Another pair of demons replaced them and surged forward, not waiting to see what Vee and Shivani would do.

      As the Alpha leader fired again, Vee glanced over her shoulder to see a third demon advancing on Syama who was currently fighting two full-grown demons who happened to be almost twice her size.

      These guys had no clue as to what a fair fight was.
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      Vee drew a throwing dagger from her thigh and let it fly, then turned to attack one of the demons who had run full tilt at her. The satisfying thwack as the dagger embedded itself within the demon’s eye gave Vee only brief enjoyment.

      Before she took the next breath, she was ducking to avoid a double-sided ax, barely escaping with her neck intact.

      Shivani struggled to keep up. As they dispatched each opponent, new demons replaced them, onlookers helping to clear away the dead.

      A loud growl of anger emanated from the front of the hall. “Three women, you useless pieces of shit. Three women for Yama’s sake. Kill them!” he yelled.

      “Don’t think Yama will be too happy with you using his name,” Vee muttered under her breath as she sidestepped a broadsword, then drew a needle from her wrist to plunge into the back of the demon’s neck. He went down like a rock and Vee twisted around and delivered the same treatment to his partner who’d backed Shivani into a corner.

      “Thanks,” Shivani called out. “We need to preserve our ammo.”

      Vee nodded and glanced over at Syama. Though she’d kept a few demons at bay, Harvard still stalked her, giving her a wide berth.

      The demon in charge, who stood up on the dais, relayed instructions to his underlings but remained safely out of reach.

      Vee grabbed her trishula and waited only long enough for the spear handle to extend before letting it fly. Golden lightning flashed from the weapon as it streaked through the air, so fast that the demon up front had no time to evade the weapon. It hit him in the throat slamming him into the concrete wall behind him.

      Vee spun on her heel and drew her chakra, enjoying the hum it emitted as she let it fly in a wide arc.

      She would have felt a little bad that the weapon was so destructive had she and Shivani not been outnumbered and nearly overpowered.

      As she fought them off, she noted a mixed bag of demons who appeared to be part of the security squad attached to the pey demon’s population initiative.

      With their boss eliminated, Vee had expected at least a partial retreat, but nothing seemed to sway the demons from their path.

      Vee gritted her teeth. “We don’t have the time for this bullshit. How are we doing for time?” she asked Shivani.

      The apsara blinked and then said, “T minus ten minutes, thirty-eight seconds and counting.”

      “Crap, we need to get a move on.”

      “Syama?”

      “I heard,” she called without looking in their direction.

      Akil was still whiling away his time in the energy ball above their heads, and Vee looked over at the trishula still impaled in the demon’s neck up on the dais. Vee didn’t wait to apprise Shivani of her intention. She spun on her heel and raced toward the front of the hall. Her speed had quickly transitioned to super-fast, and within a few moments, she was plucking the trishula from the demon’s neck.

      She didn’t wait to see him crumple to the ground. Vee turned and aimed at the energy ball, using all the power in her upper body, she flung the trishula at Akil’s prison. The weapon flew through the air, the long handle whipping back and forth as it sped toward the energy ball.

      Vee had used the trishula on a hunch, without thinking what would happen when the trishula hit the ball of energy full-force. Almost too late, she understood the ramifications and grabbed for Shivani.

      “Syama! Down,” she yelled and outstretched to the hellhound.

      As soon as Syama complied, Vee threw her hands out and summoned the ball of energy that she knew would protect her and her team from harm in case Akil’s energy ball turned violent.

      Everything seemed to happen at once.

      The trishula’s triple pointed spear hit Akil’s energy ball. Vee’s protective ward spread and grew around her, Syama, and Shivani. The energy ball shattered and Akil flung his arms out in shock.

      The blast flew into the hall, the shockwave spreading out like a tsunami, toppling everyone in its path. Except for Vee and her team. And the demon group who were walking into the hall.

      The higher up on the Demon Horde ladder a demon was, the more powerful they happened to be. So as Vee squatted within the protection of her bubble of protective magic, she watched in cold horror as the demons strode through the moaning mass that was their security team.

      In Vee’s peripheral vision she saw Akil fall, speeding up as he closed in on the bare concrete floor. But thankfully, when only half a yard off the ground, he shifted into owl form and swooped to safety along a ledge on the far wall.

      As the shockwave, and the accompanying mayhem subsided, Vee straightened and let her protective ward evaporate. She was relieved it had worked when she’d needed it most. She glanced to her left to where the trishula lay on the concrete, two demons eyeing the golden spear, their expressions filled with a strange hunger.

      One of them lunged forward, and Vee yelled, “Don’t touch it.”

      But the demon merely sneered and grabbed hold of the handle. The moment his fingers gripped the trishula the demon began to glow, a golden halo forming around his body,

      Then Vee ducked the instant before he exploded into ash and dust.

      The trishula dropped to the ground, and Vee lunged for it. “I warned you,” she said, scooping the weapon up and backing away from the remaining demon who was looking at the remnants of his buddy as the cloud of ash floated around him and drifted to the floor.

      “Enough!” a voice rang out around the hall, this one distinctly female despite the guttural growl.

      Vee glanced up at the dais to see a pey demon female standing there, arms akimbo, her armor a dull red color that gave the impression that she’d bathed in blood before she’d arrived.

      Which was also entirely possible given her species.

      The demon lifted her hand, and a high pitched shriek echoed around the room. Vee’s gaze snapped toward the origin of the cry, and she sucked back a gasp of horror. The ball in which Lucy sat had begun to disintegrate.

      “If you don’t call off the bombings, I will kill the girl.”

      Vee’s eyes widened, and she shared a look of concern with Shivani. A few feet ahead, Syama stood with her dagger at the neck of one demon, and another in the gut of another.

      Vee hesitated then glanced up at the owl who’d drawn his glamor over him. He was currently perched on a light fixture halfway up the wall to Vee’s right.

      Another demon hurried inside and went straight to their leader. Harvard again? Hadn’t he just been there? He’d likely left to summon his demon boss and had remained to investigate the bombs.

      “Queen Ishanie, I have news,” he said as he rushed to her.

      After the two spoke, they turned to stare at the three women. The demon who Syama had stabbed in the gut began to tilt backward, slowly falling until he hit the ground so hard that the sound of his skull cracking reverberated through the room.

      “I’ve been told we have no more than five minutes left,” the queen called out. “Perhaps now would be a good time to send word to cancel the detonations.”

      “Can’t do that. We set the timers manually.” Vee shrugged in apology although her face was far from sorry.

      Ishanie lifted her hand again and the bubble holding Lucy shivered and thinned again. Vee was about to protest, hoping Akil was ready to jump the girl away when the time was right, when footsteps clattered on the concrete, announcing the arrival of someone who was very large, but who ran like a little child.

      One of the demons who’d entered with Ishanie stepped forward, shoulders hunched as he called out, “No you promised you wouldn’t hurt her.” His voice was whiny, and so unlike Vee’s impression of him as a hardened killer.

      Vee’s jaw dropped as it hit her who this demon was.

      The killer Monroe was after. The pey demon who’d killed Susie.
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      The queen laughed softly. “I’m sorry, Rishi, my son. She will have to die if these nasty people here don’t turn off the bombs.”

      The demon—Rishi—faced Vee and her team and began to cry. “Do what Mother asks. I don’t want her to die,” he said pointing at Lucy who let out a soft whimper.

      The queen clicked her tongue. “There, there, Rishi, you must know we don’t need her.”

      “But I got her for you. Because I heard you say you want to make children. You wanted babies, and I brought you one of your very own.”

      “And I’m so happy about that my boy,” Ishanie replied, her tone clearly revealing her disdain for the human girl, and her impatience with her son.

      Vee was floored by the revelation. Had they all been chasing a killer who just happened to be mentally incapacitated? Had their hunt for Lucy and her unborn baby led them to the demon nurseries by accident?

      Still, it didn’t explain Vee’s stalkers-slash-abductors-slash-assassins. For now, she had to concentrate on the queen though. And what she was about to do to Lucy.

      “What do you want?” yelled Vee, trying to distract the queen. “Why are you lying to your poor son?”

      Rishi glanced at his mother, confused, and Vee grabbed the opportunity.

      “Sorry, Rishi. Mommy dearest plans on killing the girl and her baby,” Vee said, raising her voice. Around them, the demons gathered were smiling and talking amongst themselves, and Vee heard snippets of conversation filter through to her.

      “He’s pathetic…”

      “She should have gotten rid of him when it happened…”

      “The mother goddess won’t like this…”

      “Her soft spot for him will be her downfall…”

      “This crap is just delaying our timeframe…”

      Up on the dais, the killer demon stamped his foot and pouted. “But she was a present,” Rishi said, tears filling his eyes. “Why you want to kill her? You wanted babies to conquer the city, and I brought you a baby, but now you want to kill it even before it’s born.” Rishi rambled on, and Vee shook her head.

      Time was running out.

      Vee glanced at Akil hoping he’d understand what she wanted him to do.

      “The goddess won’t be happy with you, Mother. She’s the goddess of life and creation. You can’t kill in her name.” Rishi whimpered, shaking his head. He began to chew his nails, his eyes darting left to right.

      The queen hushed him. “The mother goddess is very happy with us. She’s going to bless us with a boon just like the ones that girl has.” The demon pointed at Vee.

      As all eyes turned to Vee, she felt her stomach go hard. Did this demon queen know about Vee, about who she was? From the look in Queen Ishanie’s eyes, Vee was certain she did. Yet she’d referred to Vee as a ‘girl’ and not an apsara. Was she hiding something from her security team?

      “T minus 1 minute and counting,” whispered Shivani.

      Vee stiffened, preparing herself for what was about to happen. “You got any of the kablooeys left?”

      “Yep. All two of them.”

      “Match the timers and be ready to drop them here.”

      Shivani didn’t answer, but Vee sensed movement as the team leader slid her hand into her satchel and set the timers.

      Even though Vee and her team had killed so many of their team-mates, none of the demons appeared to be concerned. It made sense that they would not be grieving, especially considering they could come back soon enough, but their complacency was a concern.

      Ishanie pointed at Harvard, who’d been standing at attention beside the dais, serving the team. “The mother has assured us that we will prevail. These humans have attempted to overthrow us but have failed outright.”

      “That’s what you think,” muttered Vee.

      “T minus thirty,” whispered Shivani. Syama’s spine tensed, and Vee flicked a glance up at Akil. The owl gave a single nod.

      “I think you are mistaken. Whoever this mother is that’s helping you, she’s misleading you into thinking you can take over the Demon Horde Assembly.” Vee blurted the words out, hoping to distract the queen.

      But Ishanie’s face darkened, taking on a bluish hue as she glanced over at Harvard. The look on her face was priceless, revealing her shock at how Vee could have known.

      “So that was your plan. You need to work on your poker face, your majesty.”

      “The mother of creation will not lie to her believers. Our faith is her power,” Ishanie ground the words out. “She warned me about you. Told me to ensure we either terminated you, or at least ensured you don’t find out about our plans.”

      Vee shrugged. “You can thank your baby boy over there. His crazy killing spree across the city is what brought me here. All I did was to track his activity and here I am. Don’t suppose I can take him into custody?”

      Rishi shrieked and scurried over to his mother’s side, but Ishanie brushed him off. “Be quiet, or I’ll send you back to Naraka.”

      The demon fell silent although he hid his body—or whatever of it that he could, considering he was twice the size of his mother.

      “You can’t touch him,” Ishanie said taking a step forward. “And neither will I allow you to endanger my plans. Kill her!” she screamed, thrusting her finger at Vee. “Kill them all!”

      Too many things happened at once.

      “Five seconds,” Shivani said, while Syama scurried backward toward the pair. Vee pulled the conch from her own satchel and raised it to her lips. Akil took flight and aimed himself at the ball of energy containing Lucy. Vee flung her chakra at the oncoming demons and sent the trishula flying through the air.

      Vee took a breath and blew on the conch, the sound flooding around the room and bringing everything to a standstill. Ishani’s eyes were blood-red and filled with rage and Vee registered that the demon hadn’t been entirely incapacitated by the power of the conch. It was clear she did have some sort of deific protection, but Vee wasn’t sure which of the gods would stand with demons against humanity.

      Not humanity, just you, said a voice in Vee’s head.

      Vee’s weapons continued on their paths, and she raced toward the ball as it disintegrated. Lucy was frozen in position inside the sphere and hung there suspended by time. Vee surged into the air, snapping her wings out behind her. Though they’d never been able to allow her to fly through the sky, they were powerful enough to allow Vee to rise at least two stories to grab hold of the pregnant woman. Vee descended and laid the girl on the floor. Then she turned to Akil who’d been frozen mid-flight, his wings spread.

      Vee flew to him then drew him down to stand beside Lucy.

      Then Vee grabbed her trishula and faced the destruction caused by the chakra as it flew around the room, slicing into skin and causing untold physical damage to more demons than Vee could count.

      She raised her hand, and the chakra returned to her palm with a flat thunk.

      Time began to right itself as eyelids shifted and fingers moved.

      And just like that, the power of the conch faded.

      “3…,” said Shivani.

      Akil flapped his wings and shifted into human form, wrapping his arms around Lucy.

      Syama reached Vee’s side as three demons fell to the ground around them.

      “2…” Shivani murmured as she pulled the two bombs from the satchel and threw them flying toward Ishanie and her royal retinue and the others in the midst of the remaining demons behind Vee’s team.

      Akil disappeared with Lucy. Rishi let out a shriek of horror, putting his hands to his head and then screaming as he stared at the empty space where Lucy had been only moments before.

      Ishanie raised her hands and sent a bolt of lightning straight at Vee.

      “1,” Shivani called out as Syama turned and grabbed onto the two of them yelling, “Vee, watch out.”

      As they disintegrated, Vee watched the lightning bolt fly closer, her nerves making her feel nauseous as she realized that it was going to hit even if they managed to get out of there in time.

      Then the bombs went off, spreading fire and brimstone around the small room, the shockwave throwing Vee and her team off their feet.

      As she flew through the air, Syama jumped them to the basement of Shankar Industries, but Vee and Shivani continued to fly through the air. The remnants of the shockwave had jumped with them and flooded the basement sending the gathered members of Alpha and Bravo teams flying. They’d all been in the process of running to Vee and Shivani’s aid when the shockwave caught them and threw them backward.

      Vee hit a large concrete pillar so hard when she heard the crunch of bone she knew she’d broken something.

      But broken bones were the last things on her mind as she watched the lightning bolt streak toward her. Stunned as she was, she couldn’t move, could just watch as Syama shimmered to nothing, likely intending to jump to Vee’s aid.

      But it was too late.

      The lightning shifted color turning from bright white to pale blue and then it split in two, the large bolt kept coming at Vee, the second one moving off at a shallow angle. The bolt seemed intelligent, as if it knew that it had to cause the maximum amount of damage possible.

      The two lightning bolts hit at the same time. One high on Vee’s chest just below her collarbone. And the other through Shivani’s abdomen. The power of the bolts cut through their armor and impaled both girls before embedding themselves into the concrete at their backs.

      Wracked with pain, Vee barely managed to shift her gaze toward Shivani, only to see the Alpha team leader slip forward, unconscious.

      Then reality slipped away, and Vee was most grateful for the reprieve from the most excruciating pain she’d ever felt.
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      When Vee opened her eyes, she saw a face that she had least expect to.

      “Mac,” she croaked, her throat raw as she swallowed against the pain.

      “Shh,” he said, leaning forward and putting a straw into her mouth. “Drink. You need the water.”

      Vee sipped and then fell back drained after only the small movement. Her body ached, and her chest was on fire. “How long have I been out? Is Shivani okay? Did we get all the nurseries? Is the demon queen dead?”

      Mac let out a bark of laughter, his skin crinkling at the corners of his eyes. He cupped her cheek. “You be quiet. Too many questions aren’t good for you.”

      “You’ll have to answer them at some point,” Vee grunted.

      Mac nodded and deposited the water onto the nightstand. He took a seat on the mattress beside Vee and patted her hand. “To answer those questions…You’ve been unconscious for two days. Your body is still fighting the lightning bolt’s effects. I hate to say I told you so but you should have taken my offer of bulletproof clothing.” Mac chuckled.

      “That bad, eh?” Vee smiled.

      “Worse. It was potent. Old earth magic embedded within the electric bolt. There’s worse news though.”

      “Hit me with it,” Vee said then laughed. The vibrations sent sharp stabs of pain into her chest, and she coughed. “Ow, that bloody hurts.”

      Mac shook his head. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. The bolt split inside you. It left a shard embedded inside your collarbone. The docs don’t think they can take it out without completely removing your collarbone.”

      Vee stared at Mac, eyes wide. “Shit. I’m stuck with this?” she asked in a whisper. The fire flared again within her chest, and Vee’s breath caught in her throat. She was going to have to live with this agony?

      Mac nodded. “But it gets worse,” he said and then fell silent as if struggling to get the words out.

      Vee nodded for him to continue and when he didn’t, she reached for his hand. Though the blood was rushing through her ears, she knew she could take whatever he was going to say. She could handle it.

      Mac cleared his throat. “To answer your second question, no she’s not okay. The bolt that entered her abdomen broke off into multiple shards. The surgeons removed as many as they could, but they had to stop before they caused more harm than good.”

      Vee’s ears were ringing with the revelation. Shivani was injured far worse than Vee. “Is she conscious?”

      Mac shook his head. “They’ve placed her in an induced coma. Your mom’s using her advanced statis program to put her deeper under than a normal human. The guild thinks that she’ll be fine. Shivs is strong, has always been. But we’ll only know when she is awakened.”

      “How long will it take?”

      “Devi has spoken with the medical team. They feel two weeks, to begin with, will be a good place to start. They’ll run an MRI scan then to look for changes.”

      Vee nodded. “And her family? Have they been told?”

      Mac smiled. “Shivani was an orphan. The Guild and…all of us, we’re her family.”

      Mac’s words brought tears to Vee’s eyes, but she blinked them away. “Syama? Akil?”

      “They’re both fine, working on clean-up with Raj and Devi. Which brings up to question three.” Mac grinned. “You succeeded. All the nurseries that we know of were obliterated.”

      “That we know of?”

      Mac shrugged. “Syama insists she got all, but you know me, Vee. I don’t work in absolutes.”

      Vee grunted. “Probably means the answer to question four is also a non-absolute.”

      “Well, you learn, my young padawan.” Mac smirked.

      Vee rolled her eyes. “Thanks for your wisdom, Yoda.”

      Mac laughed, but his response was cut off by Devi as she glided into the room, Raj following close behind. “The pey queen is dead, but we all know with pey demons they can return. Whatever contingencies she had in place, she’d have been stupid not to plan for such an event. We’ve had word from our sources within the Demon Horde Assembly—”

      “We have sources in the DH Assembly,” Vee asked.

      Devi gave her a harsh glare, “—and they’ve confirmed the pey demons have been banned from the assembly until they elect a different leader. All those who participated in the attempt to undermine the assembly have been rounded up and ‘taken care of’.” Devi used air quotes to emphasize what she thought of the phrase. “Alpha and Bravo teams have coordinated the clean-up, and it seems the Assembly are leaving us to it. Rumor has it they would prefer a peaceful transition but—”

      “That ain’t happening,” Vee finished for her.

      Devi smiled and then shook her head. “We still don’t know the identity of the goddess the pey demons mentioned.”

      “How many goddesses of creation and life are there?” Vee asked wryly. She had her mind on one particular goddess, but it seems blasphemous to even mention her name out loud in conjunction with such an accusation.

      Devi nodded, her face dark with worry. “I’ve reached the same conclusion. Which is why I have a suggestion, a way for us to identify her once and for all.”

      Raj raised his eyebrows, and Vee saw Mac frown. The two men shared a glance of concern, but neither said a word.

      Vee cleared her throat. “We’ll do with me what you wish. We need to know for sure, or I’ll be dodging killers every day.”

      Raj cleared his throat appearing of the mind to change the subject. “You’ve had messages from Rossi, Monroe, Brent, and a Doctor Feldman. I counted sixteen.”

      “Did you guys not tell them what happened to me?”

      Devi shook her head. “We messaged saying you were taken ill, but we didn’t give them any further details. They are probably messaging to wish you well. It’s not a surprise they are concerned.”

      “More likely they are looking for answers,” Vee said wryly. “Rossi will be easy, but Monroe might be a different story altogether.”

      Devi cleared her throat, then glanced at Mac and then at Raj. There was an odd expression in her eyes and Vee had to suppress a grin. She’d had an image of her mother as a queen of a great kingdom living in a lap of luxury, with a harem of handsome, intelligent men at her beck and call. The ultimate reverse harem story.

      Vee schooled her features and straightened as a knock on the door opened a floodgate of visitors. Syama entered bearing a box of chocolates and what looked like bath bombs. Akil held a fat bouquet of helium balloons. And Nivaan entered with a bouquet of flowers in one hand and a squirming kid in the other.

      “Sorry,” he said as he twisted his niece around and secured her on his hip with one hand. “I’m babysitter today.” He leaned over and kissed Vee hard on the lips, not caring in the least that both her dads were watching him.

      When Nivaan straightened, he passed Sona over to Syama who grabbed the child and swung her around in the air, eliciting a chorus of high-pitched giggles from her. Vee shook her head. Apparently, a lot happened when a person was unconscious.

      The door opened again, and a few new faces appeared with Syama calling out informal intros to some of the guild agents. Though they all appeared in good spirits, Vee could see the underlying worry in their eyes.

      With her hospital room filled with people, she realized that whatever happened she was surrounded by people who loved her.

      The only person missing was Radhima.

      “I’m right here, dear,” the old woman said from the other side of the bed. Today she wore a cerise peasant top, a long denim skirt, and a pair of brown leather cowboy boots.

      “Snazzy, Ma,” Vee murmured under her breath.

      “Nice pink top, Ma,” whispered Raj as he grinned over at the ghost.

      Two voices hissed at him. “It’s cerise!”
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      Lord Agni strode into the large boardroom. His heart was heavy at having to perform a task which Vishnu would do with such ease.

      The members of the council shuffled around as they greeted each other and took their seats. Two places were significantly empty.

      That of Lord Shiva, whose absence was still deeply painful. And that of Lord Vishnu, whose disappearance was going to damage the solidarity he’d fashioned from this eclectic team of gods.

      When Agni took Lord Vishnu’s position at the head of the table, he heard the rumble of confusion and discontent among the gods.

      “What’s going on, brother Agni. Where is Lord Vishnu?”

      Agni swallowed and took the seat, feeling the fire well up inside him, fueled by worry and grief and uncertainty.

      He cast a glance around the room, ensuring that when he reached one particular set of eyes that he didn’t flinch, didn’t give any indication of his suspicions.

      Agni cleared his throat. “I am afraid I have bad news, brothers, and sisters. I sit here today in the position rightfully belonging to my brother Vishnu. He left instructions a while ago that should he be incapacitated in any way, that I take over the reins for him.” Agni waved a hand at Hanuman. “With the help of a handful of other gods that he elected. I am not solely responsible here and neither would I want to be, as this is a burden for one much stronger than I.”

      The gods spoke soft assurances that he was underestimating his abilities and Agni nodded his thanks before clearing his throat.

      “Now, our first issue on the agenda is to find out what happened to Vishnu. Brother Hanuman and I spoke to him not two nights ago. And even then, he had expressed concerns that there was one amongst us that sought to divide us, who wished to cause dissent among our family.”

      All eyes remained on Agni as he stared around the room. Vishnu had singled out Parvathi, but oddly the mother goddess did not display any form of guilt or concern that she may have been found out. Agni filed that observation away, wondering if it meant something important.

      Then he cleared his throat. “In addition, we have heard from various sources including the Guild of the Apsaras that there was an attempted uprising within one of the sub-cults of the Demon Horde. The pey demons, under the governance of Queen Ishanie, broke away and attempted to establish their own assembly in order to challenge the Demon Horde Assembly over territorial rights to New York. We are still unclear on the details, but as far as we know, Ishanie and her enclave have all been destroyed.”

      Agni glanced over the faces who all stared at him, expressions ranging from shock to distaste. Parvathi’s expression reflected those of the other gods at the meeting. Again, Agni made a note that her reaction didn’t match that of a guilty party. Either that or Parvathi was an accomplished liar. Something he didn’t want to believe.

      “What is our next move,” Hanuman asked leaning forward.

      “We ought to gather an army, build a defense against the next uprising. Because I can guarantee there will be one. Everything Vishnu warned us of has come to pass. Our main aim is to control the Horde, to ensure they do not break the final chains that hold them at bay.”

      “How long before that happens?” asked Yama, his brows furrowed. “I am doing all I can to bolster the gate from my end, but they’ve managed to overthrow Naraka already. I am of the mind to retreat in order to save my people. But I will not do that. If you think we can hold them back long enough…just until He returns…”

      Agni nodded. “Vishnu was certain. He did everything in his power to ensure it, going to extents which I did not believe we were even capable of.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Kali. “What extents?”

      Agni smiled. “Nothing bad. It is just that Vishnu visited the human plane, lived there for a time in order to infiltrate, to uncover information, to help those he believed would be of help to us.”

      Kali nodded, her expression determined. Agni was certain that after this board meeting he would be receiving a visit from the goddess. She had that look on her face that said she wasn’t done, but she was happy to wait.

      Agni looked at the faces of the gods around the table. “In our brother’s absence, we must continue his work. I know we have all had our doubts that He still watches over us—or even that He will return to us—but it is time we stood together. The dangers multiply in untold powers if we ignore Vishnu’s words.”

      “Did you know that Vishnu has been speaking with Him?” asked Parvathi, her voice ringing out across the room, eyes flashing.

      Agni shook his head then sighed. “I suspect we all believed that to be the case. He knew too much. But I am glad for it. He was our conduit to our Lord. Now, I am uncertain as to how we will survive being totally away from Him.”

      Hanuman got to his feet, then placed his weapon on the table in front of him. The rounded head of the weapon gleamed, shedding a golden glow onto the many faces that watched him. “You have my weapons, my might, and my heart. I will do anything that it takes.”

      One by one the gods rose and presented their weapons. And Agni watched them smiling. At last, they were joining together to work as one. He stared at the weapons on the table from Yama’s sword to Surya’s gleaming scythe to Parvathi’s fragile red lotus, and he felt a surge of power run through him, and he believed now.

      The gods were ascending.
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