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        AUTHORS NOTE

      

        

      
        Hindu Mythology is a living religion.

        Like, Christianity, Islam, Judaism & Buddhism, Hinduism has millions of followers around the world. Fiction featuring Hindu gods is not merely a matter of choosing a god, and placing them in a fictional situation, mainly because you risk offending that deities devout worshippers. Unlike the Greek, Roman, Egyptian & Norse Pantheon, Hindu & Buddhist gods must be treated with the utmost respect in any fiction. I hope I have maintained this ethic within my series.

        I have tried to maintain as much respect as possible while still using fiction to both entertain and educate the reader. The Kali series is filled with details of the various deities currently worshipped across the world.

        Some rituals and powers are fiction, of course.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        There is much in the Kali series that is part of my own journey in life. I hope my travels in India have lent some level of authenticity to the Indian scenes.

        My familiarity with Bharathanaytam through my mother and daughter, has inspired the choice of theme for this book. I hope I’ve given you, the reader, some insight into the beauty of the dance style. Both Bharatnatyam and the North Indian dance style of Kathak are widely practiced so if you are interested in taking up the art, you should be able to find a teacher/school near you.

        My descriptions and details regarding trance states are from having witnessed it myself. Information is available online for further reading.

        Demons, Zombies, Undead & other creatures and spirits are as per mythology texts and are available online to research.

        Much of how to eliminate these creatures is anecdotal & fictional. Sorry guys, if you come across a Vitala, you’re on your own.
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      Forgiveness was far harder than Maya had ever expected it to be.

      Maya took a slow breath through the stinging at her mouth, then ran her tongue over the skin of her lower lip to remove the beads of blood welling up along the cut.

      Not that she was bothered at all by the injury. Wounds obtained during practice sessions were par for the course and normally she’d take them as a badge of honor. But today, both her busted lip—and the steady throbbing in her knee—were inflicted only as a result of her own lack of concentration.

      Now Maya sidestepped the pointy end of her sparring partner’s madu, allowing her fire to simmer against her skin and flow along her hand to form a warm armor of shimmering flame.

      She felt a ripple of triumph as the deadly end of the weapon skimmed her protective barrier from her outer elbow to her wrist, its cool point deflected as though a magnetic field existed around her arm.

      Then, stark white pain exploded at the base of Maya’s skull, the shock of the blow eliciting a raw gasp and instantly rendering her protective field null and void.

      And, unfortunately for Maya, her armor of flame flickered out too soon. Her opponent’s blade had failed to penetrate the barrier along most of the length of her arm, but her distraction canceled the protection before she was safe from the full arc of the strike.

      The sharp blade slid along the top of her wrist, slicing her skin open as it went, leaving her with a cut all the way to the knuckle of her middle finger. Maya hissed, more annoyed with being distracted than at the injury to her hand—or the throbbing from the blow to her head.

      She shucked her hand out then just as blood rose to fill the thin cut, she slapped her palm onto the wound. Best to hide the extent of her injury as quick as possible.

      “Where’s your head at, Maya?” her sparring partner asked in a voice rough with impatience. Her opponent’s tone was also filled with concern and a fair amount of regret. Still, she didn’t mention Maya’s wound either.

      Pushing back the blindfold from her eyes, Maya rested the strip of dark fabric on the top of her damp hair. She blinked as the bright lights from the fluorescents above seared her retinas, though even as her vision adjusted, her palm hand remained fixed to her wrist as she sent steady pulses of healing heat into the damaged skin.

      Sabala still sat near the door, a gleaming obsidian fur-covered, four-eyed hellhound guard, not even blinking when her blood was spilled. The beast was a gift from Lord Yama, the god of the underworld, and Maya had found she wasn’t able to go many places without him trotting at her heel.

      Now, Maya shook her head in reply to her opponent’s question. Though Maya’s admission sat ready and waiting at the tip of her tongue--her natural instinct toward honesty threatening to reveal the issues occupying her mind--she bit her tongue. The subject of her own worries would only create more heartache for the woman she sparred with.

      Maya forced her lips to curve into a smile and prayed her expression didn’t look as fake as it felt. “Not sure. Maybe I’m tired.” Her sweat-soaked gym shorts and racerback crop top stuck to her like a second skin, her arms, abs and thighs gleamed and sodden locks of hair were escaping her ponytail. The floor-to-ceiling mirror on the far wall confirmed her sparring partner looked no better.

      Releasing her now-healed wrist, Maya rolled her shoulders and clapped her hands, the sharp sound filling the silent room, absorbed quickly by the wall-to-wall mats. Curling her fingers in a ‘gimme’ motion, Maya grinned and said, “Hit me with it.” The cut had healed as swiftly as she’d expected and only a narrow smudge of blood remained to indicate anything had happened at all.

      “I know when you’re lying, Maya. Comes with the territory.”

      Maya pursed her lips and half-rolled her eyes. “Yeah, Mom. I know. No point in reminding me,” she muttered, supremely glad Leela Rao couldn’t really read her mind.

      Hang on, Maya thought. Do avatars of powerful earth goddesses have mind-reading powers?

      Maya thrust the thought away. Thinking along those lines was only tempting fate. A mind-reading mother was the last thing she needed.

      Leela smiled gently though her gaze flicked briefly toward Maya’s wrist--and the telltale smudge. “You’re usually focused, honey. Perhaps a visit to the Meditation Centre would help? Refresh your clarity-of-mind techniques?” she suggested as she swirled the curved horn of her madu in her right hand. Her left fist was empty, fingers tightly clenched and ready. White wrappings protected her knuckles, its stark purity marred by flecks of Maya’s blood.

      Her mom had been her substitute sparring-partner whenever Maya’s sexy demigod boyfriend was busy with stuff the son-of-the-god-of-the-underworld had to do.

      She and her mom had been practicing for nearly forty minutes now, and Maya was all too aware that she needed to focus on using her fire as a weapon rather than as a reactionary defense mechanism.

      So many new abilities had come to the fore, more so because she’d begun to learn how to manipulate her fire with more skill. Had it not been for her distracted thoughts, Maya would have had real fun with her fiery staffs and batons.

      She shook her head. “I’m fine, Mom. But thanks for the reminder. Can we go again?” she asked, her expression neutral now as she tried to clear her mind.

      Leela’s eyes narrowed for a moment but then she relaxed. She’d begun to nod in agreement but was interrupted by a voice on the intercom which filled the small room. “Leela Rao, you’re needed in WTP3 for a short tech-spec revision briefing.”

      Leela sighed and shook her head, staring up at the little square box as though she wanted to aim an arrow at it and let loose. “Okay, I’m going to head up to see what these guys need. You keep warming up and I’ll be back in a bit,” she said as she stalked toward the door.

      “Mom?” Maya called, her tone dry as she lifted an eyebrow.

      Leela paused on the threshold to look over her shoulder at her daughter, a question in her eyes.

      Maya pointed at her mom’s sweat-drenched chest, abs and arms, all exposed by her sodden gym-clothes. “You may want to cover up. Wouldn’t want the boys and girls in Weapons Tech to get distracted with all that gleaming cleavage,” she said with a smirk.

      Leela’s eyes narrowed as she shook her head, her expression one of forced patience. Still, she strode over to the bench where she and Maya had left their sweatshirts, then drew it over her head without a word.

      As she left, Maya heard her muttering, “Thought it was my job to tell my kid to put on more clothes.”

      Maya chuckled, enjoying the irony. Even Sabala chuffed as though laughing at Leela’s expense. Still, her mom had also been distracted, and Maya suspected she knew exactly why—the very same reason her own mind wasn’t on track.

      Aunt Claudia.

      A little more than a month had passed since they’d returned from the mission to India where they’d discovered who had betrayed Maya. Claudia’s decisions, born out of anger and self-pity, had ramifications she’d never expected.

      The woman who’d been Leela’s best friend, who’d been Maya’s confidante and surrogate aunt through her entire life, had sold Maya out for revenge, and to regain the ability to walk.

      Maya had spent weeks wracked with guilt at Claudia’s paralysis after their mission to Prague, but she’d come to terms with the fact that it hadn’t been her fault things had gone wrong. Back then, even Claudia hadn’t blamed Maya. But they had eventually discovered the truth.

      Claude’s injury had fed her self-pity, which had in turn resulted in her blaming Maya. And fueled by her anger, Claudia had made a deal with the devil.

      Not literally, but close enough.

      A deal resulting in Maya’s dad in a coma, Maya injured and her powers almost taken from her, and with an admission by Claudia capable of ripping the family apart.

      But they’d kept that secret from the agency. They’d promised to work through things with Claudia. She was family after all. And Maya had tried to keep her word. She’d watched her parents work things through with her aunt, but she’d also sensed the tensions still simmering between the trio of friends.

      Was their friendship truly capable of withstanding such a betrayal? Only time would tell.

      Though she’d seen Claudia’s argument with the priest, her demands for Maya not be injured and even her insistence that the deal was over, Maya still struggled with forgiveness. Perhaps she wasn’t as good a person as she’d believed herself to be. But, the truth of it was simple enough.

      Maya needed more time.
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      Maya’s mom had failed to return which meant the briefing had been more than a quick requirement of her opinion. It wasn’t at all unusual and Maya would have continued with her practicing on her own--or called in one of the other agents to throw deadly weapons at her--but she too received a page over the intercom.

      The voice on the comms set her on edge as it directed her to Medical Testing immediately. But, despite her irritation at having to hurry over to the testing lab at such short notice, she didn’t reveal her mood to the doctors.

      Sabala had kept her company though, the clacking of his nails on the tiles as he trotted at her side managed to offer her some comfort as she made her way through the warren of stark white-painted, white-tiled hallways and up three floors to Medical Research.

      Today there were two doctors in attendance, the flame-haired head of the medical unit, Dr. Pheadra Woden, who remained behind the glass of a screened-off cubicle staring down at a collection of monitors, and a thin grey-haired man named Harish whose gentle, grandfatherly demeanor had long since proven misleading.

      Maya had found the man terse whenever he spoke to her, either giving cold instructions or sharp remonstrations if she did something not to his liking. They called these sessions ‘Stress Testing and Neural Analysis,’ though Maya was beginning to feel more like a specimen in a lab than an agent who needed to be at peak physical condition for ultimate performance in the field.

      Now, she removed her sweatshirt as she sank onto the small cot near the door, while Sabala settled on his haunches halfway between Maya and the small cubicle at the other end of the room. He always sat in the same position, as though ready to move in case any of the doctors proved a threat. Thankfully, he never revealed himself other than when in the presence of her family who were already well acquainted with the hellhound.

      Maya waited for Dr. Harish to fix the ECG electrodes to her body, and the EEG neural leads to her temples and scalp. Unlike with the rest of the agents who worked for KALIMA, Maya’s tests certainly did more than measure her health levels.

      What had begun as tests to reassure the medical team that Maya’s powers were not going to potentially tax her health had turned into regular measurements taken every two days during which she did more than run on a treadmill.

      She’d mentioned the sudden regularity of the evaluations to her parents a few days before and, though they’d appeared to take it in their stride, assuring her they’d been part of the decision-making process, Maya suspected they hadn’t been apprised of exactly what was required of her during the tests.

      Dr. Harish pressed the last of the brain electrodes to Maya’s temple and gave her a quick once-over as he checked that everything was in order and that they were ready to proceed. Then he went to the screened-in cubicle to fetch her list of activities—which had seemed to grow each day.

      Today she had a total of fourteen exercises to perform and Maya gritted her teeth. Two days ago, the list had contained ten items; it seemed the longer they continued, the more intensive these sessions became.

      Still, she went along with it so she wouldn’t make any trouble for her parents. The last thing they would want was for her to be belligerent or uncooperative. Who knew, maybe one day these tests would end up helping Maya if the medical personnel had a more in-depth knowledge of how she worked physiologically.

      Dr. Harish retreated behind the screen and raised a hand to indicate they were ready and the electrodes were recording successfully. Maya got to her feet and walked over to the X taped in the middle of the floor with duct tape.

      Behind her, Sabala got to his feet, reshuffled himself and then sat back down, as though reminding her of his presence. Smiling to herself, she set the piece of paper on the floor beside the X and straightened to face the narrow corridor filled with targets, all suspended from wires set at various distances.

      Though one portion of the testing lab resembled a regular doctor’s office, the other section qualified as a shooting range as far as Maya was concerned, no matter the doctors’ glib labels of laboratory and research facility. They ought to just admit to what they were testing her for. She wanted to believe they were merely being tactful rather than lying, but that would mean she was just lying to herself.

      Now she pushed down her frustration and ticked off the first task. Opening her hand, she sent a globe of fire the size of a volleyball out from her palm straight at a bullseye on the ten-yard-target. The fiery orb hit the black dot in the middle of the red target, scorching the markings and leaving a bronze smear of melted paint dead-center.

      Maya waited for the ping of the doctors’ alarm before performing task number two: ball of flame at the fifty-yard target. Throwing flaming spheres at targets was hardly an effort but Maya was sure the doctors would eventually progress to something more difficult. Hopefully, it would be a while before they decided to do this whole test with Maya blindfolded.

      Then she cursed herself for tempting fate. Again

      Maya progressed quickly to one hundred, then one fifty and then closed the first set off at two hundred yards. She’d obliterated the target each time with her ball of fire, aiming dead center and hitting the bulls-eye repeatedly. She compensated for the distance of the furthest targets by increasing the intensity of the power infused within the fiery orb, her intention to ensure she achieved the same charred bulls-eye result on all her targets.

      The second set of tests called for what the doctors referred to as a rod of fire. An apt enough description for this particular form of fiery weapon, though Maya herself had envisioned them more as arrows.

      The arrows of flame required a little more concentration on her part, making Maya starkly aware of the leads fixed to her temples and her skull. They would be recording every fluctuation in her brainwaves, providing the doctors with a deeper understanding of how her mind worked while eliciting and controlling her fire. It all felt as though her god-given power was being soiled by such clinical measurement, but Maya didn’t want to rock the boat.

      She focused and formed each arrow, aiming them at the bulls-eye and hitting it each time. This round though, she left a small scorch-mark—the size of a golf ball—in the middle of each bullseye. She ticked each distance target off fairly quickly, and then took a breath and tried to relax her mind again.

      Which of course would show on the readouts inside the doctors’ little cubicle. Would they also pick up on Maya becoming more and more annoyed? Would their readouts reveal, with their wiggly lines and codes, her slow progression to anger as she prepared for tasks number eleven through fourteen?

      A brief glance at the final exercise had already unsettled her more than she’d been expecting. Maya found she wasn’t just unsure of this particular one—she was downright embarrassed, though she had to admit she was unsurprised they’d progressed to testing this skill so soon.

      #14 perform full-bodied combustion.

      What strange terminology they’d used. Maybe she would have felt better if they’d just written burst into flames.

      Even so, as she progressed through one hand engulfed in flames, one arm engulfed in flames, and then to two of each, her heart began to race, and her head slowly grew hotter. And not with anything flame-related either.

      Maya had gone from embarrassment to full-on anger.

      And solely due to the power her fury gave her, she found the strength to step away from the X on the floor and walk to the cot to grab her sweatshirt with one hand while the other was busy ripping off the leads furiously. She ignored the pain as she tugged each sticky pad off, glad she was able to focus her anger on something other than the doctors because at this point, she wasn’t entirely sure she’d be able to stop herself from doing something stupid if they pissed her off further.

      “Agent Rao? Where are you going? The tests have not been completed!” Dr. Harish called out as he hurried to her.

      Maya looked over her shoulder and thrust the last of the leads at the approaching man. Sabala had risen to his feet, ears peaked, a low rumble in his throat confirming he’d sensed how deeply upset she was. Unbeknownst to Dr. Harish, the hellhound was following close on the man’s heels. The man flinched as the handful of cords flew at him, as though afraid Maya had encased them in flame or something.

      And just like that, Maya’s anger dissipated. The man was scared of her and yet he was still intent on testing her, as though she was some strange creature they’d found in Area 51.

      She took a breath and said, “I’ve submitted to your tests without objection so far, Dr. Harish. But this time, you’ve gone too far.”

      “Too far? What do you mean ‘too far’?” The man squeaked the question as his voice broke. Maya’s refusal to comply had worked him into a comical near-hysteria. “We need these results!”

      Maya drew her sweatshirt over her head, glad for its protection and warmth, then responded to the irate man. “Why?” she asked quietly. As her question hung in the air, Sabala took a step forward, bringing his bared canines a little too close to the unsuspecting man’s knee. She flicked a warning look at the hellhound but he ignored her.

      The doctor spluttered, then closed his mouth, eyes flashing with anger, though he appeared unable, or unwilling, to explain the need for the results.

      Interesting.

      Maya shrugged and touched the door handle. As she moved, the doctor reached out and gripped her arm tightly. “You can’t leave until the tests are completed, Agent Rao.”

      Sabala let out a low growl that reverberated around Maya, and she was glad the hellhound’s displeasure could not be heard by the doctor. She glanced at Sabala, hoping he’d know not to do anything unless she gave him the go-ahead. If she ever did. Siccing the hellhound on a mortal wasn’t something Maya could ever see herself doing.

      She looked down at the man’s fingers as they curled around her upper arm. He had a stronger grip than she’d expected but getting him to let her go wouldn’t be hard. Still, she didn’t want to cause a commotion by burning the man, though she was seriously considering singeing him as a warning.

      Instead, she said, “Dr. Harish, do you intend on stopping me from leaving this room? Because if you do, I can assure you that you will not like the consequences of holding me here against my will.”

      “Are you threatening me?” the man snapped, the words accompanied by flecks of saliva which landed on Maya’s forearm.

      “No, Dr. Harish. In case you missed it, you are the one threatening me.” Maya spoke in a low voice, careful to not appear confrontational or dangerous in any way. These tests were recorded, that much she was certain of, and her refusal to comply would also be a matter of record.

      So would any step the doctor took to stop her from leaving. There was absolutely no reason for him to detain her, or hold her captive, and from the look in Dr. Harish’s eyes, Maya could tell he knew where he stood. But he still held tightly onto her arm, making it clear of his determination to stop her from leaving.

      Before Maya could consider her options—burn the guy or sic Sabala on him being the first two—a voice rang out inside the room. “Dr. Harish, is there a reason you are preventing Agent Rao from leaving?”

      Harish started at the sharpness of the redheaded doctor’s tone. “She hasn’t completed the tests, Dr. Woden,” he said over his shoulder though he continued to hold Maya’s gaze, and still hadn’t released her arm.

      The redhead cleared her throat. “Dr. Harish, kindly release Agent Rao’s arm and allow her to leave. These tests have been conducted on a voluntary basis. This isn’t some lab in Siberia where human-testing is all the rage.”

      Harish’s eyes filled with anger, but he let go of Maya’s arm and stepped back, spine stiff. Sabala shifted in order to avoid a collision and Maya wanted to smirk at how close the doctor had come to losing a chunk of something, if not an entire arm.

      “And maybe you should thank Maya for controlling herself?” suggested Dr. Woden, her voice crackling with what Maya thought sounded like anger.

      “Thank her?” spat the older man as he faced his partner.

      “Yes, thank her. Because, had it been me whom you assaulted, I can assure you I would probably have burned you to a crisp in self-defense.”

      Maya glanced at the woman’s flashing green eyes, wondering if her words were a reference to Maya’s own first use of Kali’s powers when she’d done exactly that—burned a guy to a crisp for attempting to molest her.

      But Dr. Woden was glaring at Dr. Harish, eyes sparking with fury. The man merely shook his head as though she was joking, then stalked off toward the cubicle without a word.

      She turned to look at Maya and sighed. “I’m sorry, Maya. This won’t happen again. I’ll be filing a report, so if you want to also register a complaint, please don’t be afraid to go ahead. And these tests will be temporarily on hold until we clear up this issue with Dr. Harish’s behavior. I won’t have you being assaulted. For any reason.”

      Maya smiled. “I’m sorry for refusing but I wasn’t about to complete the final task. Not without prior warning, and preparation. And certainly not with him in the room.”

      Dr. Woden frowned. “Why is that? I mean, it’s totally fine. I’m just curious.”

      Maya smirked. “Doc, what do you think happens to a girl’s clothing when she is engulfed in flame?”

      Amusement flared in the woman’s eyes as she chuckled. “Well then, young lady. I wouldn’t have done anything different. And thank you for volunteering so far. When we do resume testing, I assure you we will discuss what exercises you are willing to perform, and I’ll ensure you get the final say.”

      “Thanks, doc,” Maya said as she tugged open the door.

      As she entered the corridor, she almost laughed out loud as she heard the doctor muttering to herself inside the testing lab. “That asshole won’t know which way is Sunday when I’m done with him.”

      Beside Maya, Sabala let out a low growl as though in agreement.
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      Maya had been on her way back to the training center with Sabala in tow to continue with her fire-practice when she’d been paged to head over to the mission briefing meeting room at the communications center two levels down.

      Any other voice would not have affected her whatsoever, but coming so soon on the back of her own admission to herself that she was struggling to forgive Claudia, her aunt’s familiar tone on the comms rubbed her the wrong way.

      She tried to shrug off the unease swirling in her gut and was so distracted that only when she entered the meeting room, and her feet sank into the soft carpet did she register her bare feet. She’d thrown on her sweatshirt over her teeny gym-shorts but had forgotten to put her shoes on before she’d left the gym, and hadn’t given it a thought since.

      Silently cursing herself--as well as Sabala for not thinking to alert her--she padded over to the seat beside her best friend, Joss, who had, as usual, gotten to the meeting first. Clad in black jeans and an agency tee, plus black sneakers, Joss was making Maya feel decidedly underdressed.

      She sank into the nearest chair, steeling herself against an attempt to tug the hems of her shorts down a little lower. Her spine remained tense even as she smiled at Joss who was smoothing the flyaways of her platinum blonde ponytail as she threw Maya a questioning look. Did her friend really think Maya would have prior knowledge of what this meeting was about?

      Just because her parents were the directors of the KALIMA Agency, didn’t mean she’d know everything the organization was up to. The more Maya had learned of what her parents' company really did, the more fascinated and horrified she'd become.

      And she wasn’t even mentioning the testing she’d undergone.

      Leela and Dev Rao were no longer the staid, over-protective parents who existed merely to ground her or to kiss her booboos. They were in actual fact dangerous agents, paranormal engineers, and smart business minds.

      Maya shrugged and pursed her lips, silently admitting her ignorance. Sabala took up position beside the door and a few moments later, their superior officer Agent Andres Mirov strode into the glassed-in room, a handful of files tucked under his arm.

      The guy was attractive, as far as older men went. Spiky crewcut, light stubble, tanned skin, dimple in the chin. He even had a nice smile, when he was in the mood to smile. Now he glanced at the two girls and nodded before approaching the other end of the table.

      A few weeks ago, Maya and Joss had been handed over to Agent Mirov and his team as part of their preparations training. Which meant this meeting was very likely an unexpected training mission meant to keep the newbie agents on their toes and train them to be ready at a moment’s notice.

      Mirov dropped the files on the table and cleared his throat. He faced the girls, palms resting flat on the polished mahogany as he inspected each of their faces. “We’ve received an alert of magical activity a few miles out of the city. There is a suspicion it’s related to the two incidents reported on the news this past week. As you’re aware, a group of teenagers in Santa Barbara were found dead after what appeared to be a failed demonic summoning. The cops have it pegged as an amateur coven’s attempt gone wrong, but we’ve studied the scene and have identified a few common features from both the incidents to indicate they were rakshasa-summonings.”

      Mirov slid two files across the table toward Maya and Joss, who shared a curious glance before they picked their respective files up and quickly skimmed. Both incidents were outlined within the files, the second summoning in Beverly Hills which the police were certain was a satanic rite performed by a bunch of bored rich kids. That summoning had resulted in one dead, three catatonic and two kids refusing to speak a word to anyone.

      The cops were concerned the two were suffering from shock, so the pair had been admitted to the hospital where they’d been pronounced medically fit. Their ongoing refusal to speak, though, had resulted in an admission to a psychiatric facility where mental health professionals were hoping to retrieve any information from them that would help the investigation.

      Days later, not a word.

      “As you can see, the cops are getting nowhere fast.” Mirov smirked. When it came to paranormal investigations in the area, KALIMA was usually a handful of steps ahead of the local police.

      “And this is where we come in,” said Maya softly. Cases like these weren’t new to her; the whole running-off-on-an-unusual-mission thing had been the norm so far. Even Joss was well used to this kind of scenario.

      “Exactly, Agent Rao. We’re heading out now, so I suggest you both head to tactical and get geared up.”

      Maya’s eyes widened though she said nothing. It was late, near ten in the night, though training and working at this hour wasn’t unusual for the girls these days. They both had dormitories within the building, which allowed for them to both train and study either at home or at HQ, especially when their training sessions took them out of state or country.

      The girls got to their feet and were heading out the door where Sabala already waited, when Mirov called out, “Agent Rao?”

      Maya turned to find his expression deadpan though his lip curled slightly. “Yes, sir?”

      His gaze flicked to her feet. “Footwear isn’t optional for this mission. See to it that you remember your boots.”

      Maya suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. Mirov and his team were always trying to get a rise out of her. “Yes, sir,” she said, saluting him with a finger to her temple.

      She left the room, ignoring his full-on grin as she caught up with Joss who was waiting at the elevator, fingers running discreetly over the hellhound’s head.

      “Guy thinks he’s a comedian,” Maya grumbled.

      “He is,” replied Joss, grinning as wide as Mirov had. “He means well though. They all do.”

      “Yeah,” Maya muttered. “You’re only saying that ‘cos you haven’t been the butt of their jokes.”

      The elevator dinged open and the two girls and the hellhound entered.

      Joss snorted as she stabbed the floor for the armory. “It’s not as if you’ve never given them a reason to make fun of you, Maya. I think it’s reactionary on their part anyway.”

      “You making excuses for them now?” The elevator doors slid shut as Maya narrowed her eyes at her best friend.

      “Well. For one, you’re the bosses’ daughter.” Joss raised one finger, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

      “And for two?”

      “For two,” Joss raised a second finger, “it’s not often they get to see an agent burn off her clothing, then stand there stark naked. I’m not sure which part was more shocking; you bursting into flames, or you giving them a full-on striptease.”

      “Shut up, Joss,” Maya growled. She still hadn’t gotten over the embarrassment of the whole episode, but she had begun to suspect the regular teasing from the team was a means to make things less uncomfortable. Most of the agents were good-natured enough and Maya wasn’t threatened by the fun.

      The elevator doors opened, and Maya and Joss exited, made a right and strode down a wide corridor toward the tactical dressing stations.

      “Hey, you asked what was for two.” Joss raised her hands in defense. “Besides, I know for a fact most of them averted their eyes.”

      “Uh-huh, a group of men and women averting their eyes when confronted with unexpected nudity? Of course,” Maya replied, her tone dry.

      “Well, I suppose they averted their eyes after getting a first peek. They get points for that in my book. And as for the coats? You had three offered to you so fast a girl would have missed it if she blinked.”

      “Like you helped. So much for being a friend.”

      “Seriously, Maya? I was way too far away.” Joss eyed Maya before the pair entered the room and hurried over to the issuing desk.

      Neither girl spoke as Cori, the agent who manned the tactical-gear allocations-desk, nodded at them, clearly prepared for their arrival. She slid two keys across the counter, one to each of them. “Gear’s ready. Suit up. You two move out in T-minus fifteen.”

      Without a word, Joss and Maya grabbed their keys and scurried off down the hall to their lockers. Inside, they found their gear, everything from clothing to weapons to weird and wonderful magical gadgetry.

      They dressed swiftly and, just as they were sticking their earpieces into their ears while shutting their lockers, their mission launch announcement came up on their comms.

      “B-Team, Squad 2, be ready to move out in two minutes. I’ll be your comms watch for this mission, ladies. Have a good one.”

      “Thanks, Claude,” both girls replied in unison, though Maya didn’t miss the pointed look her BFF sent her.

      Joss had most definitely caught the edge to Maya’s voice. Which made her pray that the channel interference would have garbled the grittiness in her tone. She didn’t need to complicate things by giving Claude any sign of her internal struggles.

      As far as her aunt knew, the Rao’s were back to normal with her. Though Maya had to remind herself the truth often had a way of coming out.

      It was usually only a matter of time.
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      Maya tried and failed to shake the sodden strands of her hair out of her face, then sent a dark glare toward Mirov who was currently hunkered down a few feet away in the shadows behind a line of battered—and decidedly odorific—trashcans, soaked to the skin from the slow, steady rain which hadn’t let up since they’d arrived.

      Crouching in the midnight shadows, steeped in the aroma of week-old rot, Maya was in no mood to drape calm over herself as she'd been taught. Reiki or not, nothing would help her nerves, not now when danger lay just across the street from her and her team.

      This was no time for calm.

      Sabala sat beside her, as still as a black marble statue, liquid obsidian eyes traveling the street and scanning Maya and the team intermittently.

      Maya wasn’t complaining—Sabala had come in handy on numerous occasions, especially with his demon-detecting senses always at the ready to support her own newfound skills. And right now, both their senses were twanging.

      The hellhound’s ears stood on end, his lips raised on a silent growl which could only mean he’d sensed magical activity across the street. At least they weren’t here on a wild goose chase, though all Maya wanted to do was get in, complete the recon and get home.

      A few feet away on Maya’s right, Joss was shifting from one foot to the other, transferring the strain from one of her thigh muscles to the other before flexing her foot to get the blood flowing again. Maya had performed the very same exercise half a dozen times in the twenty minutes since they'd arrived and submerged themselves in shadows across the street from Dolly's Toys & Games.

      A thick darkness blanketed the front of the toyshop, though the packed interior was dimly lit every few minutes; the revolving light cast by a toy lighthouse perched on a back wall had obliged the team by intermittently throwing a dull glow upon the rows of shelves stuffed with toys. Although meagre, the little lighthouse beacon provided the team with a view of the shop, confirming the storefront was clear of all demonic activity.

      The basement was another story altogether.

      The team had dressed in full tactical gear, black sweaters, cargo pants, army-boots and beanies—which Maya had refused to use, thus the rain-soaked hair. And, though they were also somewhat protected by their thin bullet-and magic-proof vests, and had come kitted out with full weaponry, this whole thing was just a dress rehearsal.

      The sudden mission was supposed to have been a training exercise, just a run-of-the-mill practice session to see how well both girls performed in the field; testing Joss's response times—which in Maya's opinion were perfect as the girl was a freaking natural—and also monitoring how much control Maya had over her fire after weeks of practicing.

      As yet, they hadn’t had the chance to find out.

      The girls and Mirov had approached the designated address where the kids were suspected of an attempt to summon a low-level rakshasa demon, and since Maya had been on a mission just like this one not too long ago, she hadn’t had so much as a palpitation at the thought of recon.

      Seriously, she’d fought off a furious churel and had saved her dad from having his life sucked out of him by the volatile she-demon. Not to mention, she’d worked on her demon-detecting ability and honed it so well that she no longer needed a taste of her prey’s blood to be able to track it.

      She’d fine-tuned her senses to confirm a demon was in the vicinity simply by using her mind, in conjunction with her knowledge of what demon blood smelled, tasted and felt like. Not so long she’d have though the very ability was gross.

      She’d long since moved past that.

      So, when Maya and Joss had completed the perimeter check on the small corner shop, Maya been a little too blasé about things going easy. She'd learned much of the nuances of her fire power, of which Mother Kali would likely be proud--though the goddess hadn't yet dropped by to say so. Maya had also learned to control her uncoordinated limbs better to engage in hand-to-hand combat and survive.

      She could knock out a demon at fifty paces using her madus and her dagger—not that her latest practice session with her mom could prove it. Still, when her mind was focused, she was a weapon unto herself, so these mission exercises were only meant to upgrade her combat skills and defenses, in the process priming her for fieldwork.

      But, when the perimeter-check had confirmed that yes, there had been magical activity going on inside the toyshop, with the basement the more accurate location, what they hadn’t expected was to find said demonic activity still in progress—confirmed by the state-of-the-art magical dowsing-contraption she’d been assigned. The device had emitted a low beeping in their comms, and the closer Maya had moved to the basement, the more the alarm sped up.

      Now she threw a glare at a motionless Mirov, whose expression was slightly glazed over for a long moment as he listened to someone on his comms—a secure line that neither Maya nor Joss had access to. After a few sober bobs of his head, his jaw tightened, eyes now focused and narrowed.

      A training exercise?

      This was no training exercise. Not by a long shot.

      Mirov had given Maya and Joss no indication that this was the real thing. From what he’d said, they were merely checking out the location. Was someone deliberately trying to mess with their pseudo-mission? Have them all caught off-guard without the proper backup and ensure training-mission failure?

      Maya still watched Mirov, and from the guarded look in his eyes, the taut non-expression on his dark face, she had to pause in her judgement. He looked just as surprised as she was. Which translated to not at all good.

      Blind leading the blind was neither comforting nor was it motivating by any stretch of the imagination.
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      With her patience finally running out, Maya did a side-shuffle, moving a few paces close to her supervisor like a wobbly, sodden, two-limbed crab. “Claude?” Maya grunted her aunt’s name into her comms.

      “Yes, Maya,” Claudia replied.

      Mirov threw Maya a glance that said he was listening in on her conversation with Control. Then his attention focused on the shop as though he could see into the basement—well, if you counted the ground-penetrating-radar device in his hand, he certainly could.

      “Where exactly did you guys get your intel?” Maya still gripped the magic-finder, aware it broadcasted the low alarm, a constant reminder that whatever magical activity going on inside the basement hadn't yet come to an end. She’d be happy as long as the pace of the beeping didn't increase to reflect heightened power levels.

      Mirov flicked a few buttons on the screen of his GPR device as Claudia replied, “Why?” The tiny hitch in her voice had Maya on alert.

      She watched Mirov closer now, and she didn't buy her supervisor’s fake calm. He wasn’t prone to skittishness, but she’d spent enough time with him to have learned his tells. The way he flicked the top of the screen with his forefinger, as though he were dusting lint off from the edge of the device, was sufficient confirmation.

      Maya contained the urge to smirk and roll her eyes because…adulting and agent professionalism, of course. Her own tone calm, she said, “Because I don’t think you guys vetted your intel properly. Thought your team was big on due diligence, especially with these cases being in the news so many times this month.”

      Okay, so maybe outright criticism wasn't all that professional, but Maya did have a right to know. So did Joss. And Mirov, if he wasn’t in on it as well.

      Worst-case-scenario is also a form of mission prep.

      “Maya…what exactly is your issue?” Claudia asked as though she hadn't heard a word Maya had said.

      Was the woman distracted or being deliberately obtuse? Why had she been given the comms control role in the first place if she wasn’t able to vet the intel before passing it to the team on the ground?

      Maya scowled and took a deep breath, ignoring the narrowing of Mirov’s eyes as he recognized her impatience. Then she replied, “This was supposed to be a ‘suspected’ summoning,” She drew air-quotes around the word suspected and ignored Mirov’s shake of the head as she continued, “not a real one. And there was no mention of actual demonic activity. That’s inaccurate intel IMHO.”

      Mirov didn’t appear to want Maya to interrogate Claude, which made her now suspicious of him too.

      Claudia cleared her throat, the sound crackling in Maya’s earpiece. “IMHO?”

      “In my honest opinion,” Maya replied, finally losing control and rolling her eyes.

      Where had Claude been spending the last few years of her life that she’d missed out on learning the meaning of such a simple acronym? The woman wasn't old either.

      Maya flicked her sodden bangs out of her eyes again and glared at Mirov, annoyed that he wasn’t backing her up. “What I’m trying to say is, had I known there was actual demon activity, I would not have come.”

      There, the truth was out.

      And Claude was going to make the assumption that Maya was a coward—which was the furthest from the truth she'd ever get.

      Claudia let out a low sigh, the rush of air throwing static on the comms, reminding Maya that their conversation had not been a private one. Dang it.

      She should’ve thought of that before she’d kept interrogating her aunt. She was pretty certain disrespecting a superior agent was against the rules or something.

      “Maya, it’s not as though you haven’t fought demons before," Claudia said with a chuckle, probably also wanting to downplay what the team could interpret as Maya questioning an order. It worked too, as Maya could have sworn she heard someone snicker when Claude said, "So why the second-guessing this time?”

      Double dang.

      “No reason. Let’s just hope we get out alive so we can figure out why our intel was wrong.” Maya flicked off the open line and gritted her teeth. Claudia's question had hit her with the awful truth: she'd admitted her hesitation to the entire team, including anyone listening in at HQ.

      Anyone like her parents maybe?

      Maya shrugged. She had her trusty weapons, each attached to her belt, and she had a souped-up revolver, one her mother had explained was for close-range, no-other-choice situations.

      Maya had her fire, along with everything that particular god-given—literally—power entailed, which translated to dangerous and devastating if she didn't know how to control it in every possible situation. She wasn't blind to the logic of these missions. But the ones Claudia referred to, were missions where Maya had been accompanied by someone she trusted.

      And one or two of them with a Claudia she had once trusted.

      But back then—if a few months ago could be referred to as back then— Maya wasn’t plagued by doubt where Claudia was concerned.

      She should just get on with doing what she’d asked to be allowed to do—to fight in the field rather than live in the jungle and oversee everything. Living in the jungle was now Ria’s thing, and overseeing? Well, she wasn’t so sure…maybe such a role lay securely in the hands of her mother and father.

      Maya and Joss had begun training with the Special Forces B-team, apparently still one of the best, but a squad responsible more tech-support and backup than frontline fisticuffs.

      Was their lack of field experience making Maya a little less secure? Was she questioning everything because the team she trained with weren’t the A Team but rather a bunch of agents who needed their own training in order to keep up with the main tactical unit?

      Maya shook the thoughts away and focused on glaring at Mirov who was currently shaking his head. Then he widened his eyes and cocked his chin pointedly at the darkened store, clear instructions to pay attention.

      She didn’t want to obey but she had little choice. His pinched expression and shadowed eyes gave her zero idea of what he was thinking, though the set of his shoulders made it clear he didn’t want to be there.

      Well, at least Maya was in good company.
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      Maya was thankful to be out of the rain but being cramped inside the communications van with two other warm bodies, all wet to the bone and stinking of fetid garbage wasn’t making her really feel the gratitude.

      Why HQ had decided to send over the comms truck she wasn’t sure, but they’d had it driven to the team mere seconds after Agent Mirov’s GPR device had confirmed the existence of eight living forms within the basement.

      One signal though, had appeared more blue than red, clear indication its owner hovered dangerously close to death. Which meant the team had to move. And fast.

      And they did.

      The comms truck had settled into a spot around the corner from the toyshop and safely beyond the view of the large front window. They were far enough away not to draw attention to themselves, and near enough to a streetlamp in case a cop appeared and the team had to pretend to be actual communications technicians.

      Maya and Joss were leaning against a narrow shelf fitted along one side of the back of the van, waiting as Claudia—whose face was currently displayed on the monitor across from the girls and Mirov—came to a final decision on the next move.

      Joss sat motionless, while Maya fidgeted, trying to comb her soggy locks back from her face. Failing, she resorted to tucking them behind her ears, which made little difference as they simply slipped out and returned to form a line of spiraling wet strands that hung over her forehead like a row of rat’s tails.

      But, despite the horrifically unattractive state of her hair, she wasn’t about to admit forgoing the use of her beanie was a mistake. She hated the way the knitted hat hugged her head and made her feel claustrophobic. So, every now and again as she moved, Maya cascaded drops of water everywhere from her wet hair.

      She was about to give her stupid bangs another go, but then admitted defeat and tucked her fingers into her pockets. She let out an annoyed breath, and just as luck would have it, Claudia chose that moment to look up from the screen.

      She frowned at Maya, the look both contemplative and disapproving. “We don’t have eyes on the target. Neither do we have the ability to teleport into the basement. Which leaves us with Fido.”

      Maya almost laughed. They were going to send in a dog? But, despite the amusement that threatened to burst forth, she kept a straight face and waited for Claudia to clarify.

      Claudia tilted her head and studied Maya’s expression for a moment, disappointment etched within her eyes. Then she glanced at Joss. “She didn’t bite….”

      “I told you she wouldn’t,” Joss replied, her tone even as she tucked her thumbs into the front sleeve openings of her vest. She looked badass, like a golden-haired valkyrie, ready to kick butt.

      Maya raised a finger into the air, her ears going a little hot. “What’s going on?” These girls were up to something, though why Joss would be in cahoots with Claudia for anything was a mystery to Maya.

      In her comms, Maya heard more laughter and then two separate voices also piping up to remind Claudia that they’d also said Maya wouldn’t fall for it.

      Whatever it was.

      Then Mirov’s voice cut in, shattering the banter with his terse, no nonsense gruffness. “Fido ready for deployment on your mark, Agent Romero.”

      The man had delivered the update tone dead-serious, but there was only more laughter in Maya’s aunt’s eyes as the woman replied, “Roger that, Andres.” Then she looked at Maya. “Fido is the drone.”

      Maya raised both her eyebrows at that bit of info, the arrival of the comms truck now making much more sense. But though she wanted to laugh at the image of bringing in a sniffer-dog to take a camera into a basement to spy on a demon, she kept a straight face and then said, “I thought that thing was decommissioned.”

      Claudia’s eyes grew wide. Clearly, she hadn’t known Maya was well aware of the development of the drone, but to be fair, the project was something her parents had worked on years ago.

      In the interim, city councils and governments had tried numerous times to put a stop to drone-flying within their respective fly-zones. Which made it all the more difficult to fly a drone on any mission what with having to register a flight-plan for the flying hunk of metal every time it took to the skies.

      The last time Maya had heard her parents discuss the drone, Dev Rao had mentioned something about having to decommission the machine, to the chorus of her mother’s laughter. Even then, Maya had known her mom hadn’t believed the drone would really have been put to bed.

      But Fido?

      Where the hell did it get that name? But she didn’t want to ask because clearly Claudia was itching to tell her. And Maya found she was feeling a little spiteful.

      Then she threw her hands in the air. “Okay, I give up. What’s with the god-awful name? Couldn’t you have come up with something better than Fido?”

      “It’s actually an acronym,” Claudia said, giggling.

      Joss rolled her eyes, unamused.

      Maya folded her arms and sighed. “Do not make me guess. We have ‘deployment on your mark’ okay, so talk and let’s mark ASAP?” Maya said, maintaining a friendly tone, hoping to assuage any suspicions that she was upset with her aunt.

      Laughter rang on the comms as Claudia replied, expression now dead serious. “It’s F.I.D.O It’s brilliant really. It stands for Fire In Da ‘Ole.”

      Maya blinked. “In the Ole what?” More laughter crackled on the comms, this time loud enough to create a buzz of static. And then Maya slapped her forehead. With an annoyed groan, she said, “That was really bad, Claude. Fire in the ‘ole? Whose smart idea was that?”

      Claudia cleared her throat and straightened, and her image shivered as though the connection was iffy. “I’m not about to divulge a confidence—”

      “Never mind,” Maya lifted a hand, “I can guess. Dad seriously needs a punchline overhaul.”

      Now satisfied that she’d delivered her non-punchline punchline, Claudia turned around and faced her own monitor displaying the front of the toyshop.

      “Deployment authorized. FIDO is a go.”
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      “That must not have been easy for you.” Joss gave Maya a pointed look.

      Maya frowned, feigning ignorance. “No clue what you mean.”

      “Maya,” Joss said, her tone filled with warning. In Joss’s enunciation of her name, she could hear her friend’s unspoken warning: they have known each other too long, Joss can read her like a book, Maya can’t hide her feelings because they both read each other way too well.

      Sadly, this time Joss was right. The girl knew some of what was bugging Maya, but not enough to truly understand.

      A pang of guilt lanced through Maya’s heart. She was an awful friend for not confiding in Joss completely, but when things were so dangerous that lives would be at stake, did it make sense to bring innocent people into a secret that could kill them?

      Maya knew the answer to that one. Which is why she sighed and rolled her eyes and said, “Fine. Since you can see into my mind, why don’t you tell me what’s going on with me ‘cos I sure as hell have no clue.” It was cowardly to manipulate Joss, but at this point Maya simply wasn’t in the frame of mind to share.

      Not to mention, she wasn’t even sure what she had to share yet. She still had to figure it out for herself.

      Joss snorted as she settled on the desk beside Maya, eyes fixed on the monitors on the opposite wall. “You really need to figure this thing out with Claudia. Before it becomes a problem,” she said as she and Maya redirected their attention to the monitor to watch the deployment in much the same fashion as one would watch a space-shuttle launch. Sadly, the event amounted to little more than a live feed focusing on bare sidewalk at first before the concrete fell away as Fido became airborne.

      Maya’s eyes flicked to the comms in Joss’s ear, but her friend rolled her eyes and said, “It’s off. So is yours. What do you take me for?”

      Maya didn’t reply, instead removing the comms and double-checking that the broadcasting light was off. She slid the switch to off position just to be sure, then tucked the device into her pants pocket.

      Joss sniffed, though she didn’t seem offended that Maya hadn’t trusted her enough. Instead, she continued, “Having that conversation sent across the comms like that was careless and reckless, Maya.”

      “Not as if I wanted to be publicly disrespectful,” Maya said softly out of the side of her mouth. On the monitors, FIDO was sailing across the street and lowering itself toward the store’s air-conditioning exhaust vents. She waited until the camera was broadcasting only white screen as it descended down the piping system to the basement, before continuing, “It just came out. I’m not used to these devices, you know. Neither are you.”

      Joss raised an eyebrow. “Those are all excuses, Maya. Now, talk to me. What’s the deal? I thought you’d figured out a way to keep your worries about Claudia to yourself?”

      Maya scratched a spot on the heel of her hand absently. “I thought so too, but it’s just been a little harder to deal with lately. She did try to kill me.”

      Joss’s lips turned down, probably recalling the details, but then she nodded slowly. “She helped someone try to take your powers. There’s a difference.”

      Maya wanted to roll her eyes when Joss came down on what Maya would define as Claudia’s side, but she held herself in check. Joss was playing devil’s advocate as she always did. “Well, split hairs all you want, but I almost died. And why are you suddenly coming to her defense? I didn’t even know you were a fan?” asked Maya, her tone far too snappy, and her words entirely unwarranted. And it was too late to take it back.

      Joss’s cheeks darkened, anger, maybe a little bit of hurt, coloring her face. Maya regretted the words immediately but before she could apologize, Joss nodded at the screen as Fido exited the ducting and hovered in the corner of the brick-lined basement.

      Joss said, “You all agreed to put the past behind you. If your parents could do that, then what’s holding you back?”

      Maya opened her mouth to reply, then sucked in a breath and folded her arms. “Look, I’m not sure what’s going on. With me, or with my parents. Something’s happening with the three of them, they aren’t telling me anything. It’s all just words of assurances. Just words.”

      “You think there’s friction between Claudia and your mom?”

      Maya bit the inside of her lip. Joss had hit the nail on the head and Maya wasn’t sure she wanted to say the words aloud. Especially when the drone had shifted focus to the circle of magic in the basement, with Claudia’s voice drifting toward them from the monitor as she confirmed target in sight.

      “I think so,” Maya said quickly. “She hasn’t come by in a while. Maybe I’m overthinking things, but I feel like there’s this tension between them and it’s definitely not just me transferring my personal reservations to what I think is happening.”

      Joss reached out and squeezed Maya’s arm, then retrieved her hand to fiddle with her comms. “If it’s bothering you this much there must be some element of truth to it. We all know that with you, where there’s smoke….” Joss winked.

      Maya rolled her eyes and reached for her comms, fitting it into her ear. “Very funny,” she said, before flicking the on-switch, ready to tackle the demon on the screen across from her.

      When it came to demons, Maya found the living breathing ones were easier to kill. The internal, existentially rooted ones though were a little harder to kill.

      She took the scene in fast, filing away her emotions for another time as she studied the screen. In the center of the basement was a perfect circle, drawn in glistening red. She scanned the demon, the teenager who’d likely summoned the creature and was now paying the price with the very blood in his veins, the five kids all sitting unmoving at equidistant locations around the blood circle. Each sat cross-legged, open palms filled with blood and a few other items Maya didn’t care to think about. She was just glad that only one of these teens was in danger of losing his life.

      The safety of their minds, though, was another thing entirely. Who knew what this rakshasa would have already done to their psyches by now? There was no telling how long they’d been joined with her through the circle which had summoned her.

      “Approach with utmost caution,” said a familiar voice over the comms. “And do not allow her to get out of the circle. The magic has summoned her but will also keep her there until she is freed. If she’s feeding on the boy, then it’s likely she’s intending to find a way out once she’s stronger.”

      “If she kills the boy then won’t she be sent back?” Maya asked her dad softly. She tensed and glanced over at Mirov, worried she’d overstepped by speaking directly to Control, but the agent appeared to merely be listening with interest.

      “She only needs him alive,” Dev replied. “A heartbeat is the only essential requirement. She could feed on him until he is almost bled dry and still remain on this side of the Gates.”

      Maya swallowed her sigh, then glanced at Joss as she asked, “What can we expect? I mean, how will she attempt to get out? She has to damage the circle so can’t she just drop a body onto it and walk the human bridge?”

      A moment passed as Dev thought it over. “Not really. The magic of the circle is like a wall that spans the planes from end to end.”

      “So, it’s like a column of magic she can’t get through,” Joss said, tapping her lip while Maya nodded slowly.

      “Exactly,” Dev replied. “The wall of magic is broken only if the spell is broken and that only happens when the circle itself is broken.”

      “She can’t touch the circle, but she can just smudge it with a toe or something,” Maya said, her tone dry.

      “Really, Maya?” said Joss, shaking her head.

      Maya sighed and avoided looking at Joss who was now probably rolling her eyes. “Okay, fine. So, what’s the plan. We go in, get the kids and banish this witch back to the hell she came from?”

      “Nope. Not as easy as that,” Dev said. Maya had expected him to say that. “If you move the boy, the demon goes with.”

      Scowling, Maya replied, “But wait, didn’t you just say she can’t leave the circle?”

      “Yes. Not unless the boy leaves. If he gets up and walks out of there, she’ll go with him. The circle is meant to summon the demon and bind her to the summoner. If the circle is damaged the magic is also damaged and the demon can be freed, even from the summoner.”

      Maya pursed her lips as she said, “And if the summoner leaves the circle intact and goes off into the sunset, the demon goes along for the ride.”

      “Leaving the rest of the kids to keep the circle going?” Joss added.

      “Yes.” Dev’s voice crackled on the comms and Maya hoped they wouldn’t lose the connection. Though he wasn’t up to fieldwork yet, her dad’s brain was a bottomless well of supernatural information.

      And now it was all the more important that they get this mission right. All those kids’ lives were on the line, not only the boy whose life was almost drained from him by now.

      “If that’s the case,” Maya said slowly, her brow furrowed, “then why is she draining him of all his blood? Wouldn’t she need a functioning host if she’s interested in exploring this whole new world?”

      “It’s possible she doesn’t know how that works,” Dev said.

      “That’s a little too easy.”

      “You’re right. I was just trying to lighten the mood.”

      “Nice try, but no cigar. Now, what’s the real deal here, Dad?” Maya paused. “I mean, Director Rao, sir.”

      Maya’s dad ignored her smart mouth and instead replied briskly, “If I said this demon is a vampire, would that help?”

      Maya gulped. “Err. I get the picture loud and clear.” She shook her head. “I’ve dealt with a vitala or two, but they’re the follow-my-nose-and-burn-in-flames sort of demon. I never would have thought I’d be facing down a vampire-demon with this level of power. Not in a million years. Why was this not in the manual?” Maya spoke rapidly, her voice sharper than she’d intended.

      Dev only laughed in response, not taking her tone to heart. “Trust me, you knew this in your previous life, Maya.”

      Hearing her dad say those words wasn’t exactly comforting.

      Still, it made her feel strange at the knowledge that her parents had both known her when she’d lived her previous life as Mother Radha--one of the reasons she was often on edge when they talked about the Mother.

      It was totally convoluted and strange.

      And she was sure it would never come to a stage of feeling right. Not until she figured out for herself how she felt and how she was going to compartmentalize her two lives—if that were at all possible.

      Problem was, both her parents were always running on the assumption that Maya was cool with casual talk of her previous existence in a public setting.

      Like on the comms for all the team to hear.

      She supposed it served her right for her earlier conversation with Claudia.
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      After the outer door was opened expertly by Agent Mirov, the two girls, with Sabala blending into the shadows, slipped inside Dolly’s. Mirov had decided on essential bodies only, and Maya had thought that wise. From what they’d seen on the feeds, they were walking into possible mortal danger.

      She’d momentarily considered requesting Joss stay behind as well, then thought better of it. She didn’t need more issues to deal with, she already had plenty without also having to face Joss’s distinct brand of angry.

      The door to the shop shut in silence and Maya’s grip around the magic detector tightened as it began to pulse faster. The low beeping increased its pace on their comms as well, and even though they all knew what lay ahead, the sound of the device seemed to put them all on a tense full-alert.

      The interior of the shop was stuffy, the smell of dust and plastic, and old wood macerated in a day’s worth of sunshine, permeating the air. Maya’s nose twitched, teased by the urge to sneeze, but she forced the itch out of her mind.

      Perhaps it was the strangely colored darkness on her night-vision eyewear that made the place twang her creepometer, but Maya was pretty sure even her parents would have done a one-eighty and walked straight out of the shop had they ever visited this place with her.

      Even Sabala’s ears pointed heavenward, lips curling every so often as if to say, ‘Something bad is near and I don’t like it.’

      Ever since her fire power had awakened, Maya had worked hard. She’d honed her fire to fight back and eliminate demons and other creatures, and of course to heal. She’d fine-tuned her blood senses in order to track down demons, making her essentially a human bloodhound. She’d learned the way inside a person’s mind and how to read their thoughts, though none of her subjects had been alive, which meant she could speak to the dead.

      And something else had been developing along with all those abilities. What had been an instinctive sense of either good or bad, had grown slowly into a sort of telepathic awareness, a weird uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach that set her on edge at times when she’d been out investigating and killing demons.

      And the magic-finder she’d often laughed off as a joke had just enabled her to draw parallels between her heightened awareness and the functioning of the device. Now, with the throbbing of the magic-sensor in her hand and the alarm beeping steadily in her ear, she understood for the first time, what she’d been sensing all along.

      Maya had the power to sense magic.

      As she held the magic detector in her hand, as it worked in tandem with her inner senses, she began to come to terms with it. The stronger the magic grew, the faster the beeping became, and the faster her heart began to beat. That rapid heartbeat was also accompanied with a belly-deep feeling of nausea. Not the I’m-going-to-throw-up-take-cover kind of nausea though. More I-feel-queasy-don’t-talk-to-me kind of pukiness.

      Now, Maya tried to put the nervous awareness of her discovery aside and focus on the scene awaiting the team below the store. The black-and-white montage of images they’d seen on the drone’s feed was haunting enough and she knew nothing good lay in her immediate future.

      Other than saving innocent lives of course.

      Shadows dogged their steps as they crept along the aisles where baby dolls and fairies and teddy bears watched, faces transformed into macabre specters, lifeless eyes tracking the team’s progress to the interior threshold. The door hung a few inches open and Sabala bumped Maya’s knee in his hurry to poke a nose into the space.

      The magic detector thrummed in her grip, having steadily increased to a constant vibration not unlike the average hand-held massage machine. Maya swallowed down the nausea and focused as the team paused inside the square vestibule, finding doors to the right and up ahead, and a stairwell to the left that offered a flight up or a flight down, both swathed in shadows as if to say ‘Choose with care, no take-backs.’

      At the top of the descending flight of stairs, Mirov glanced over his shoulder to meet Maya’s eyes, expression firm and determined. She responded with a sober nod despite her discomfort. Mirov led the way down in silence and Joss followed slowly. Maya paused though, swallowing hard against the fullness in her throat.

      The alarm rang in her ears, worse than a bad bout of tinnitus, and the magic finder vibrated in her hand making her newfound own inner sensors go nuts—both enough to distract even an experienced agent. If she didn’t get rid of the thing, she was going to end up killing the demon by vomiting all over it.

      Maya was probably being over-imaginative, but her luck had always been the worst, so if she did end up dealing the death blow with the remains of her lunch, she’d never live it down.

      She tapped Joss on the arm, waiting only until the other girl turned to give her a questioning look. Maya thrust the device at her so quickly that Joss had little choice but to grab it before it fell.

      Without giving her surprised friend any explanation, Maya edged past and followed Mirov down the stairs, focusing on deep breaths and a settled stomach. She’d explain later, though she had a feeling Joss would forgive her.

      They descended the wooden slats of the stairs which let out creaks and groans loud enough to make Maya wince. The noise was accompanied by the ticking of Sabala’s nails on wood and the increasingly rapid magic-finder alarm on their comms and she was about to tell Control to shut it off--because it wasn’t like they needed confirming at this point--when silence filled her ears. She winced as the sudden vacuum of sound stabbed her eardrums.

      Thank goodness.

      Not that the ringing inside her mind had stopped. But, one less nauseating alarm should be a plus in anyone’s books. As Maya reached the last few steps, she was able to see over the railing bars to the scene beyond.

      A square metal brazier sat in the middle of the circle, a small roaring fire burning brightly within, spitting embers and emitting and eye-watering smoke. Incense spewed a collection of thick and fragrant clouds of haze from various corners around the circle.

      Maya squinted in the almost opaque air. The dense smoke made it difficult to scan the place with the kind of accuracy she preferred, though the night-vision goggles she hated with such a passion was now coming in handy.

      But she couldn’t stall her descent, not if she wanted to avoid being too far behind her supervisor in case all hell broke loose. Mirov had already reached the bottom of the stairs and was studying the line of seven pairs of shoes all neatly set against the wall, a motley collection of sneakers, leather boots, ballet slippers and sandals.

      It made sense as part of the ritual would likely have been removal of the shoes, possibly to indicate vulnerability. This basement certainly wasn’t a holy place where bare feet indicated respect and the need to maintain the purity of the area.

      Sabala brushed past Maya as she, and Joss a moment later, joined Mirov. They turned to study the magic circle and the people currently holding the spell together. Strange to think that every person before them, all frozen as though time had come to a standstill, was essentially a human battery currently funneling energy into the spell that had brought the demon over to the human world.

      She felt a pull of sympathy for these teenagers and for their families who will have to deal with the aftermath, whatever the result of this night would be. There was no certainty that any of them would survive.

      None at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Maya pushed her empathy aside and focused, using some of the techniques her Reiki tutors had taught her. She studied the circle, the kids, the demon, committed to memory the fire and the blood, the incense, the energy of the air itself.

      The magic thrummed against her senses, like waves against a shore, growing stronger as she took another step closer to the circle.

      Beyond the sandalwood and jasmine of the incense, another smell tugged at Maya’s senses, confirming what the feeds had revealed, only now in technicolor, and techniodor as well.

      The heavy scent of copper simmered in the air around them, confirming the circled had been drawn with blood, still fresh judging by the condition of the kid lying beside the demon. Sabala stalked along the edge of the circle on the other side of the basement, lips raised, canines bared, eyes tracking every moment of the demon.

      Thankfully, other than Maya, only Joss could see and hear the hellhound, and only because he allowed her to. He could glamor himself entirely, even from Maya, but she found it strange that the creature within the circle hadn’t yet registered the hellhound’s presence. Sabala was more or less a bounty hunter whose main role was to hunt down escapees from the underworld and return them to where they belonged. Hell.

      Mirov glanced briefly over at Maya now, eyes filled with something she couldn’t identify. Doubt? Regret?

      No time to think about it now.

      They approached the demon who swayed within the circle, oily black-and-red hair curtaining her face. Her human shape was clearly-defined as she moved to a silent melody, hips sinuous as a belly-dancer.

      She was most likely Rakshasa-born if she’d come through the gates in such a solid humanoid form. Which begged even more questions as to the nature of this ritual, and what this demon truly was.

      Then again, there could have been eight kids, with the demon having already taken the body of one of them. But Maya wasn’t so sure. She studied the demon’s movements, instinct insisting the creature’s limbs moved too naturally to be those of a spirit newly born into human form.

      Such a possession was a strange thing to watch, and gladly Maya had only seen one on an old video recording in the agency’s archives. The sudden jerky movements were reminiscent of horror movies where heads spun around and limbs snapped about in a strange abnormal ways with the possessed scrabbling up and down walls like human crabs.

      The demon they encountered now was not a previously unhoused spirit. Which made this band of teens damned lucky they didn’t draw one of those roaming buckets of evil instead.

      But still, the straw they had drawn would likely be the death of a few, if not all of them.

      Joss moved forward with Maya at her side, each step silent on the concrete floor as they approached a girl at the edge of the circle. Maya leaned close to the slim teen who sat cross-legged near her, head bent, strawberry-blonde pixie-cut hair molded to her skull and glistening with sweat. White jeans, white leather jacket—both streaked with blood—a tennis bracelet sparkling on her slim wrist, diamonds shimmering in her ears; she didn’t seem to fit in with the rest of the drably-dressed group.

      Her fingers were clasped together, resting limply on the cross of her legs, and within them she held a round package wrapped in black fabric. It glistened with slick moisture, most definitely more blood.

      Maya touched a finger to the girl’s milk-skinned throat and confirmed a slow, though ragged, pulse. She looked up at Mirov and gave a jerk of her head, hoping he would understand that though alive, the girl was not at all guaranteed to survive. He moved to check the kid beside her. Dark-haired, red-and-black checked shirt over a bloodied tee, red-stained jeans, bare feet.

      Maya’s palms filled with warmth as she stepped carefully around the magic circle until she was directly opposite Mirov with Joss at her left. A show of force, yes, but neither of them had the power Maya possessed—not that it made her big-headed. She merely felt the weight of it on her shoulders more greatly now than ever.

      She waggled her hands at her sides and sensed the energy filling and overflowing from her mind. She’d struggled with this technique, to the point that poor Nik had needed some time off from training sessions, that was how frustrated he’d been.

      And Maya’s own frustration had only been greater.

      Thankfully, persistence paid off in the end and she’d managed to use her fire and create two perfectly formed batons, eerily similar to the ones she had used when she’d learned kathak at a young age.

      Similar wooden sticks were commonly used in many Indian tribal dances, both northern, as well as the southern kolatam. Maya found herself fairly adept at working with them, often in a way similar to the baton-twirling of a marching-band.

      Muscle memory from her dancing sessions had given her a level of liquid smoothness in the movements which had resulted in a sort of capoeira-with-fire-sticks kind of performance.

      Her fiery batons differed somewhat in the one end tapered to a blunt point, like a short pool cue. The pointed end had allowed Maya to direct her aim better although Nik had argued that she’d be using far too small a portion of her power. He’d insisted she learn how to channel more energy into the pointy end, or train with a wider muzzle for blasting fire into an enemy.

      She was still practicing.

      For now, she turned her palms toward the circle and glanced down just to ensure her weapons were ready. They shimmered with fire, their surfaces which should have been round and smooth according to her training master, undulated with flames which ran up and down and around as though desperately seeking a path out of their containment.

      And Maya was so ready to give it the opportunity.

      But when she looked up, she met Mirov’s eyes which were filled with warning and disapproval. He shook his head and pointed a toe at the bloody ring protecting the circle.

      And Maya gritted her teeth.

      She couldn’t use the batons unless she got close enough to the demon, which meant either waiting for the creature to leave the circle or entering it to take her on.

      Neither of those options were acceptable to Maya.

      She hesitated, both frustrated with being unable to act, and tense as her insides clamored ever harder at being so near the dark demonic magic of the circle.

      “Careful,” came Claude’s whispered words over the comms. They’d barely spoken for fear the demon would hear them or sense them, but Claudia had taken a chance anyway. Risky? Or an act of concern?

      Maya didn’t want to think about it just now.

      Instead, as she focused on the demon, the creature lifted her head and let out a growl, baring a collection of human and sharply pointed almost vampiric teeth.

      Her movements were lightning fast, like a badly edited movie where the scenes are cut too short and the visual experience is jarring. The demon snapped forward and grabbed the boy with her clawed hands, then sank her teeth into his neck.

      Maya blinked, her only outward expression of the shock she felt.

      This shit belonged in bad vampire movies, not in real life.

      And worse, they had to accept one glaring fact: they were going to lose the boy.

      Well, that they had already lost him.
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      In the time it had taken for Maya to blink and breathe, the demon had reduced the kid’s throat to a pile of bloodied meat and bone.

      And then the creature rose slowly to her feet and stared at Maya, red eyes shimmering with fury, hunger, and something that made her want to shudder with worry.

      The demon was happy?

      As far as Maya was concerned, a happy demon should be a dead demon. No second chances. Just a one-way trip back to the underworld.

      Which just so happened to be Maya’s job.

      Worse still, the demon’s face had changed; her loose grey skin now appeared fuller and had taken on a more life-like hue. She’d fed on the boy’s soul, that much was certain, and both the soul and the blood of the boy had infused the creature with corporeal energy.

      And each person she consumed would only make her stronger, more powerful and more dangerous. Whatever entity the kids had summoned, it was no low-level demon they could control to do their bidding.

      Maya took a breath and met the creature’s eyes, refusing to breathe or show any emotion when the demon smiled, the expression a garish sneer as blood and flesh dripped from her teeth and lips. The creature flung out her hands and began to laugh, the sound scraping Maya’s eardrums, and drawing a snarl from Sabala.

      And then, in a ragged flash of movements, she came at Maya, arms outstretched, bloody claw-like nails reaching for her face. Instinct took over and Maya threw out her hands, palms open, fire tingling within her flesh.

      The fire power had been gifted to Maya by Kali, a boon for her loyalty in a life lived previously in which she’d spent decades serving the goddess. Her wish to fight along with all the agents whom she’d corralled for years had been granted by the benevolent Kali, and the mother goddess had gifted her with a second life in which to fight.

      Radha hadn’t asked for the fire, but the goddess had granted her the gift anyway, perhaps hoping to give Maya an advantage against the growing darkness of the age of KaliYug.

      That power had lain dormant, though if Maya thought about it, a bound power was only dormant because of being trapped. But now it flowed within her, searing her veins and simmering within her limbs, sparking within her mind, a constant reminder that there lay a power within her which was capable of destruction.

      Perhaps Maya’s parents had had good reason to bind her powers all those years. And those powers had come into being in a big way, incinerating a boy who’d attacked her, who’d been intent on molesting her.

      But her fear had built the fury of her fire and it had spilled over, reducing the guy to ashes and nearly destroying the bathroom in which he’d cornered her.

      Even the knowledge that he’d been a demon hadn’t made her feel better. For a long time, she’d struggled with coming to terms with a human body being different when in possession of a soul, to when the soul had been taken, eaten, destroyed or sold, leaving the exterior form a mere shell.

      Maya had incinerated a shell, the body of a boy she’d gone to school with. She understood it now--he’d died long before she’d turned his body to embers. But, along with knowledge had come questions. Hundreds of questions, all still needing answers.

      And those questions would have to wait.

      Now, she had to deal with a demon who looked about ready to go on the rampage. And it was Maya’s duty, two lifetimes over, to ensure the demon never got the chance.

      Just as the fire spilled from her palm, Maya swept her hand out in a gentle arc, the elegance of the movement not at all fitting treatment for the creature standing before her. The stream of fire lengthened, almost like a long rope and her heart began to thud.

      She’d meant to focus her fire the way she’d learned, to use the power it contained to slam the demon off-balance so agent Mirov could do his thing, but none of that happened.

      Maya’s fire streamed from her hand and flung itself around the demon’s legs like a whip, something straight out of an Indiana Jones movie, if you didn’t count the fact that the fire appeared to move exactly the way a snake did, undulating, sinuous.

      The fire snake wound tighter around the demon who scrabbled at the flame-rope winding around and around her until she appeared to be bathed in fire up to her waist, as though she wore a flickering burning hula skirt. But she wasn’t having fun at all.

      The demon screeched and Maya shook her head as the sound burrowed deep into her skull.

      And as the demon howled and writhed against the rope of fire holding her captive, the kids around the circle began to sway to the sound of her voice as though she sang some song Maya couldn’t hear.

      But it didn’t take Maya more than a second to make the connection. The rhythm of the magic inside her had changed and the teens in the room were all moving in time with the rhythm of the power emanating from the circle.

      The demon was summoning the kids, probably waking them, even though Maya’s rope of flames held her prisoner.

      “She’s far more powerful than we thought. We need to ascertain exactly what spell was used here.” Maya’s dad’s voice echoed her thoughts on the team’s comms.

      But she wasn’t ready to give up and leave all these teens in danger of being killed by this demon, or worse, being used to do her evil bidding.

      Maya focused her mind and sent a burst of unadulterated energy into the rope, and the demon screeched in response, her shoulders curving, protecting herself from an onslaught of power that wouldn’t stop until Maya let her go. The creature threw her head back and howled again, tugging against Maya’s hold on her fire.

      Heart thudding, Maya held on for dear life. This part hadn’t been in any of her training sessions. Her energy coiled within the rope and sang its own song beside that of the demon. A part of Maya registered the sound of her own fire magic humming and crackling around her, eerily similar to the pulsing magic of the summoning circle, and the dark power the demonic vampire possessed.

      She pushed the thought away, uncomfortable with what it could mean, and focused her concentration and her power on the demon.

      More fire, and more power ran down the line of her fiery rope and into the demon whose screams grew ever louder. As one, everything in the room made of glass shattered, the screens on the magical detector, and on all their night-vision goggles, the faces on a few watches the kids wore on their wrists, and a dull shattering Maya could only assume were smartphone screens bursting apart inside various pockets, though somehow that list hadn’t included hers. Was she protected somehow?

      And if so, did it mean Maya could keep going until she put this evil creature down?
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      Sabala let out what sounded like a snooty sniff, and Maya glanced over at the hellhound beyond the magic circle, then over at Joss to confirm her friend was still cool and collected as she watched the insanity within the circle. Then the air behind the vampire demon shimmered and two hulking creatures began to slowly take shape.

      ‘Creatures’ was the only word Maya could get her head around right at that moment because the uninvited guests were humanoid in form, though still of the demonic variety. Was the vamp-demon bringing in reinforcements? And should that even be possible?

      Maya forced herself to focus. She had to stop the demon before the minions she’d summoned came through the portal. There was no telling the havoc they would cause in a world with little to no defense against them.

      Maya sent another blast of power through her magic and the rope of flames encircling the demon grew brighter—almost eye-wateringly bright. Across the circle, Mirov’s head was bent as he prepared the containment tank. Though still experimental, he’d brought their little ghostbuster device along just in case. Hopefully it worked.

      On Mirov’s nod, Maya thrust her power harder at the demon who stumbled and took a step back. Her creatures still hovered in mid-air materializing behind her and she growled in anger.

      Dark power pulsed again, stronger than ever before and Maya’s lunch threatened to say hello. But she ignored it. With her free hand, she drew a baton from her fire and readied herself.

      The other hand remained on the rope and she used another surge of power to send the vamp-demon stumbling two steps back toward Mirov who waited just beyond the circle.

      Using the containment tube meant the demon would need to be lured as close as possible to Mirov and at the very last moment the circle of magic would need to be destroyed by one of the team.

      And then they’d have to pray it worked and that the vamp-demon’s pets from hell didn’t end up coming through anyway. The pair were a horrifying sight. The creature on the left looked more like a tiger with its orange eyes and striped fur covering whatever skin he revealed beneath his ragged clothing.

      But Maya was determined to reduce the danger at least by one element. As the minion stumbled another foot backward, Maya flung her fire-stick straight at him. The stick tumbled through the air, letting out sparks of embers and a plume of smoke, but Maya was already focusing on sending his mistress one more step back. She knew she’d hit her mark, and a brief glance confirmed her fire stick had got the tiger-demon straight in the eye. The creature’s howl was lost as the portal faded away, taking his unharmed partner with him.

      And they now faced a vampire demon so much more furious what with her entourage eliminated. Beside Maya, Joss took a step closer, readying herself to smudge the blood of the circle apart with her toe and break the magic.

      But just as they had underestimated the report of magical activity in the toyshop, so did Joss underestimate the smarts of this demon.

      The creature swayed, staring at Maya for a moment. Despite being weakened by the blast of intense power, she still managed to study Maya with a look of cold curiosity, edged with malicious amusement. Then she spun around and faced Mirov so suddenly that the agent flinched and then back-pedaled.

      But distance from the demon didn’t help. The creature flung out a hand and sent a pair of slim daggers flying toward the agent. He dove away, probably as stunned as Maya that the vampire had breached the circle herself—even if temporarily.

      Thankfully, he rolled aside in time, but the demon had jerked back within the circle and was readying herself to send another set of daggers flying at him. The deadly sharp blades appeared out of thin air, glinting menacingly as she moved her arm wide to fling them at Mirov.

      Maya acted out of instinct. She shoved every bit of energy within her core into the rope of fire, focusing it on the torso of the demonic vampire. The witch was about to attack her team, her family, and there was no way Maya was going to allow that to happen.

      A part of Maya was aware that Sabala watched, muscles tense as though wanting to pounce, Joss was ready to pounce, spine curved like a runner ready for the starter’s gunshot, and Mirov had rolled over and was crouching beyond the circle, wary and tense, watching the demon as she approached. His gaze flicked toward Maya as a sudden burst of energy buffeted them like a hot wind throwing the demon’s hair behind her.

      Mirov had removed his goggles when it shattered, as had Joss had, so Maya now stuck out like a sore thumb with her own still strangely intact.

      Her power still surged through the rope and her limbs quivered as worry set in. She was delivering so much energy into the rope and yet the demon was still walking, still approaching Mirov. How was it possible?

      The creature did appear to be struggling, her limbs moving as though she waded through quicksand, but she still closed the distance between herself and the agent.

      There was no time for Maya to pull her punches, that was for sure.

      A voice whispered within Maya’s mind, a familiar tone implying she knew the speaker well. “Use your inner power. You have it for a reason.”

      Maya frowned, looking around her at Joss and Sabala, though neither paid her any attention, their focus solely on the danger within the magic circle.

      What inner power? And the voice? Why did it sound so familiar?

      She thrust the questions away and considered the words. Was he talking about her magic-detecting instinct? As the questions filtered through her mind, a scene flashed before her, the setting unfamiliar. Her view felt personal, as though she was recalling a memory. Perhaps a memory of the Mother’s?

      And slowly, so slowly, Maya felt control slip away. Her mind drifted even as she watched her power surge into her rope, as the creature approached Mirov, as the memory tugged at her too hard to resist what with all her energy already focused on the vamp-demon.

      The scene warped and shifted, then rearranged itself to reveal an ancient temple. And before Maya, stood a demon not unlike the one she now faced in the basement, that she was supposed to be eliminating. She felt the cool damp air against her cheeks, her nostrils filling with the rancid musty smell of caves, mold and blood.

      A burst of fury rushed through Maya and her awareness seemed to break off into two separate views. And she watched herself focus her energy and split the pulsing power in half, sending one speeding down the length of the rope to maintain some control over the demon, and the other aimed inside her own center of energy.

      She had no clue what she was doing. All she could do was struggle uselessly as she watched the scene play out around her.

      Maya was not in control, not one bit.
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      Maya took a breath. She may not be in control, but it didn’t mean she was afraid. Her ability to sense the dark magic conjured by the teens now proved to be the key to eliminating the magic powering the demon—something Maya had only become unaware of when she’d been enveloped within the memory.

      Maya was vaguely conscious of Sabala’s low warning growls which were overlaid by a second voice in her ear, her dad calling out for her response, asking what was going on. She was tempted to laugh but she suspected she’d sound far too much like the crazed demon currently terrorizing her team.

      A thought floated within her head, the voice from the memory intertwining with her own. She had to work fast enough to end the creature before it got too close to Mirov. But Maya still had no direct control over her movements, feeling as though another being now possessed her body, intending to use her to fight its own battle. A battle which was—weirdly enough—eerily similar to the one she now faced.

      She found herself forced to stare both at the vampire demon in the basement and at another creature within the damp caves in her vision. Both were screaming loud enough that Maya was sure her eardrums would have burst by now. And then slick warmth slid down the side of her neck to confirm it. The hellhound got to his feet and walked over to her, voicing his worry with a soft huff. But Maya’s injuries were the least of her concerns.

      Fear simmered within her as the pulsing power hit her senses. For a second, the vortex of energy churned her stomach and made her positive she was going to puke.

      And then the sweeping waves flowed through--and then out of--her body with a blast that was nothing like Maya had expected. Fire surged out toward the demon, enveloping her in a blanket of searing heat and sending her flying backward. Sabala skittered along the concrete, nails scrabbling as he tried to remain upright while sliding away.

      The creature slammed into the far wall with a sharp crack before sliding down to the floor leaving a stain of dark blood in her wake. She certainly wasn’t about to get back onto her feet anytime soon. Mirov could go ghostbusters on her as soon as he got back to his feet.

      The power of the blast of magic had thrown everyone onto the ground with the force of a hurricane of flames. The teens seated around the circle were sprawled on the floor, their fire-lit bodies looking dangerously near death.

      Maya was about to pull the fire back inside her when she spotted Joss who now also lay on the concrete, holding her head tight, blood streaming from her eyes and nose.

      “Joss!”

      Maya raced for her friend, terror ripping into her heart, even as she became aware of her surroundings, the basement now just the basement, no longer overlaid with the scene from the vision. No time to think about it.

      Maya dropped to her knees beside Joss and reached for her friend’s head to help her up. “What happened? Are you hurt? Joss!” Sabala blinked to her side, nose bumping the injured girl’s shoulder.

      Joss moaned something unintelligible and reached for Maya’s hand to give it a squeeze. “I’m fine. I think. I was just thrown away when the blast hit the demon.”

      “That doesn’t explain the bleeding,” Maya grumbled as she probed Joss’s skull. Her fingers grazed a large lump though when she checked there was no sign of blood. “You have a lump on your head so just be careful. We’re going to have to watch you for concussion.”

      Joss did a half-roll onto her elbow and pushed herself up slowly, the other hand still cradling her head. Then she sniffed and blinked, only now registering the blood on her face. Frowning, she backhanded the drops away from her mouth, smudging it into a garish smile in the process.

      “At least you’re not leaking blood from your head as well,” Maya offered, tipping her head as she smiled through her relief.

      “I’m fine,” Joss said, giving Sabala a pat on his neck. “A little blood loss isn’t going to keep this girl down. And you got her good.” Joss grinned and cocked her chin at the summoning circle and the demon’s body.

      Maya didn’t say anything. Agent Mirov approached, giving Joss a worried once-over while holding a palm to a bleeding wound on his chest.

      Seeing the direction of Maya’s gaze, he smiled thinly. “Got hit by one of the demon’s blades. But I’ll live.”

      Maya nodded slowly, guilt washing over her as she understood how responsible she’d been for his injuries. And for Joss’s too. Ice sluiced through Maya’s veins as worst-case-scenarios filled her mind but Mirov’s voice pulled her back to the moment.

      “We have to get her back to HQ fast. She’s probably got a concussion but I’m not sure about the bleeding,” he said curtly.

      But Maya didn’t hear the words her supervisor uttered. Her eyes were now focused on the vamp-demon behind them. Within the flames, the creature stirred, hands lifting off the ground slowly and she shifted to prop herself up into a seated position, back against the wall. Her hair only half hid her face, and what Maya could see of her features was ragged, skin torn to reveal the bones of her jaw beneath.

      Barely aware of what she was doing, Barely registering Sabala’s growl, which sounded like a warning, Maya boosted herself to her feet. She flung her hands outwards just as the demon stood to face her, ruined features stark against the open wound on her cheek. But her eyes, filled with a furious dark fire, were focused on Maya.

      And Maya was ready.

      This time, when the vamp-demon raised her arms to attack Maya, the creature from the depths of hell was already too late. Maya let her fire loose, using only one single rod of searing hot flames.

      She drew it from deep within her core and thrust it out of her palm, straight at the creature, so fast Maya would have bet good money that neither Mirov nor Joss would have seen it move before it struck home.

      The demon screamed again, and Maya rolled her eyes. “Can you get the hint and die already?” she muttered under her breath. But she knew the creature was done for. Her aim had gotten so much better in the last few weeks of practicing.

      The creature fell silent as she stumbled backward, a look of confusion on her face. The expression was followed quickly by surprise as she glanced down to see the gaping hole in her chest that Maya had carved with her rod of pure fire. Then the vamp-demon bumped into the wall and let out a low hissing gurgle before sliding to the ground.

      And the last emotion Maya saw in the vamp-demon’s eyes would haunt her for weeks to come. Maya shook her head as the life faded from the creature’s eyes. But she had no time to ponder the demon’s strange expression.

      Sabala urgent whining had Maya spinning on her heel and racing to Joss’s side. When Maya had left to attack the demon, Joss had been conscious and lucid, but now she lay almost as lifeless as the rest of the kids sprawled on the floor of the basement.

      “No, no, no, no,” Maya whispered as she reached for Joss’s throat to find a pulse. She breathed a sigh as she found a fluttering thread of a heartbeat beneath her fingers. Not a good sign but Maya held desperately onto the fact that Joss was alive, and ignored how barely alive her friend was.

      Maya blinked back tears as she touched Joss’s forehead and wiped her pale hair from her eyes. Her lids were closed and blue cast to her lips filled Maya with fear. She sat there with the hellhound, both frozen in place at Joss’s side. Around them, the basement was suddenly filled with movement—medics racing for Joss with a stretcher, a gaggle of agents tending to the unconscious kids, techs focusing on the two corpses.

      Maya swallowed hard. They should count themselves lucky with the loss of only two lives. Well, one if you acknowledge the vampire demon as not human enough to be called living.

      The kids were all unresponsive though and Maya crossed her fingers and sent a prayer up to the gods she’d met so far. Her gut told her already that not all of them would survive this night, especially after she’d felt the darkness of the demon’s own power.

      For the creature to have summoned so much power in this world she would already have drained all those kids nearly dry. It would be touch and go for all of them.

      At last, Maya stood back to let the medics do their work, taking comfort from Sabala who sat beside her, his warm head against her thigh as though he knew how much she needed reassurance.

      Minutes later, she and the hellhound followed the medics as they carried Joss toward the stairs while Mirov yelled, “Make a path people. And I want the van running when the medics get there. Someone get me the keys!”

      As Maya took the first stair, she spared a glance at the corpse of the demon, now nothing more than leathery skin on a pile of bones. And a quiver of fear rippled through her.

      Heart tight now, Maya let out a breath, but she was far from relieved. She replayed the demon’s last moments in her mind, her throat tight.

      Maya had dealt the death blow to the demon. But, just before the creature had died, she’d met Maya’s eyes with a triumphant sneer.

      What had Maya missed?
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      The medics hauled Joss to the communications van and laid her on the floor before securing her gurney to a few hooks along the paneling.

      Then they scattered, leaving to return to the basement for the kids who’d survived. Maya hadn’t made a move to go with them, and neither had Sabala, who’d chosen a spot beside Joss and settled down, head on his front paws, eyes on the unconscious girl.

      Soto, an agent-medic, had remained behind to watch over Joss, so when Mirov yelled out from the front of the van to “Shut the damned door,” she was snatched from her web of fear to the present, which means she now had time to consider the fact that he’d been serious about driving.

      Mirov--with the stab wound still bleeding profusely.

      She obeyed, then hurled herself into the passenger seat just in time for Mirov’s takeoff, her neck crunching as she was flung against the seat. She grunted and massaged the sore spot.

      “You might want to ease up in case you kill the patient before we get her to HQ.”

      Mirov’s jaw tightened and he only drove faster, weaving in and out of traffic. He shot her a glare, though his expression was far from angry.

      “Thanks,” he muttered before focusing on the road.

      “What for?” Maya squinted, genuinely confused. She’d gotten him hurt after all. He had nothing to thank her for.

      Mirov snorted, then winced. But he covered his reaction quickly and said, “If it wasn’t for you, I’d have more than a stab wound to contend with. You really need to know when to give yourself some credit, Rao.”

      Maya rolled her eyes. “Speaking of stab wounds, want to slow down a little so I can plug the leak before you drain out by the time we get to HQ?” she asked, giving him a sideways glance.

      His face was a study in creases, brows furrowed with worry, skin at his eyes crumpled with pain. Maya gave up, unclipped her safety-belt and slid from the seat to enter the back of the van. She kept her weight light on her feet as she approached the patient, the hellhound and the agent watching over Joss.

      Just then, Mirov made a sharp right turn, throwing Maya hard into the wall. Her shoulder sparked with pain and she grabbed onto the desk where she’d sat with Joss not so long ago.

      Maya steadied herself as Agent Soto looked up, curious. Maya said, “First aid kit? I need to see to Agent Mirov before he bleeds all over the comms van. Hate to have to take the repair costs out of his pay check. Plus, we need to keep him alive long enough for us to get to HQ.” Maya grinned, though she was as far from amused as anyone could possibly be.

      Still, Soto snickered and twisted to dig inside his fat orange bag. He handed Maya a stack of gauze, antiseptic swabs, and bottles of saline, which she took with a nod before being thrown off her feet as her soon-to-be patient hung a sudden left.

      She grabbed the back of the seat behind her to steady herself, then jerked her chin at the open bag where a surgical kit sat, scissors glinting in the dull light of the van’s interior.

      Soto’s eyes went wide. “Want me to deal with it?” he offered, though he did throw Joss a worried look. He’d hooked her up to an IV and a heart monitor, and the look on his face said he didn’t want to leave her, just in case.

      “No. I’m fine. If he gives me any trouble, I’ll call you.” Maya sent Soto a grateful smile before spending a long moment looking at Joss. She didn’t care if the agent saw how scared she was, or that her eyes had filled with tears.

      Then she sucked in her breath, held onto the headrest of Mirov’s seat, returning successfully with the packets tucked under her arm. She propelled herself into her seat just before he made another sharp right turn, but she didn’t catch herself in time.

      Her body moved with the momentum of the turn, her head slamming hard into the window. Pain flared, followed by a burst of heat--the impact had cut her scalp open.

      But she had more important things to think about than her head—an injury she’d most definitely survive. Thankfully, the window was bullet-proof, and thus also resistant to impact, and now bore no evidence of her skull having hit the glass only moments before.

      Maya dug inside one of the pockets of her cargo pants and found the dreaded beanie. Without a word, she tugged the hat on, praying it would suck up any blood that may have seeped from her wound.

      “You okay?” Mirov asked, glancing at her out of the corner of his eye.

      “Peachy,” Maya said, smiling brightly as she sorted through the packets on her lap, then shifted to sit them in a neat line on her seat. “So, if you can drive like hell while also refraining from killing me, I can get to making sure you don’t die before we reach HQ.”

      Mirov rolled his eyes, jaw tight, and appeared as though he was going to protest. But Maya lifted the surgical kit up in her hand and he fell silent. “You saw that, huh?”

      “Yup,” Maya said, smirking now as she settled on her knees between the two front seats.

      First aid was not her area of expertise, but she couldn’t let the man die. She ripped open the packet and laid a sheet of sterile blue fabric on his lap.

      He let out a laugh.

      “What’s funny?” Maya asked. She opened the bag containing sterile scissors and tweezers and then another with the needle and scalpels.

      Eyes still on the road, he replied, “No need to be so picky with cleanliness, Rao. Just wash, wipe and wrap. Quick.”

      Maya snorted. “Sorry, Agent Mirov, sir. I have enough to deal with without having you die of infection after I’ve treated you. I’d never live that down.”

      In the back of the van, Soto choked out a laugh and Sabala snorted, the sound strangely human. Neither man would have heard the hellhound though, which was a relief. Mirov’s response was a pained chuckle. On the team’s comms, Claudia’s “Atta girl, Maya,” echoed, making Maya wince, a reaction she’d failed to hide from Mirov who gave her a curious look.

      She schooled her features and set to cutting his dark sweater open to reveal his ragged wound. “Don’t worry, Maya. I trust you. Besides, I’m pretty sure fire is a satisfactory tool for disinfecting stuff.”

      Maya smiled, giving him a grateful look which he caught with a fleeting glance as he hung a hard left. With his free arm, he reached out to steady her with a strong grip on her shoulder. Her head missed impact with the steering wheel by maybe a quarter of an inch.

      Mirov was pushing the telecommunications van to within an inch of its limits while Maya awkwardly gloved up and dressed his stab wound, though her mind had been very far from antiseptics and gauzes.

      Once she’d completed the preliminary cleaning and sterilizing, Maya focused on the torn flesh within his wound. Had a piece of the blade broken off inside his body, or were the demon’s weapons a little more sadistic than they’d expected?

      The gleaming shard of metal still protruding from the torn flesh, proved that her suspicions were well founded.
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      As Maya probed the entrance of the wound with her fingertips, Mirov let out a low hiss, and at that same moment, a sliver of metal slid against her skin. The knife-sharp edge had cut open her glove’s fingertip though it failed to nick her skin.

      “Watch it, Maya!” Mirov snapped.

      Maya didn’t look up. “It’s fine. Not even a scratch.”

      “If you’re going to be careless then just wait until we get back to HQ,” came his terse reply.

      Maya bit her lip, hurt by his tone. But then she paused. He must be in a lot of pain, and he could also be afraid of being contaminated by Maya’s blood. Even she herself couldn’t be certain her blood was safe hanging around inside the body of a normal human.

      “Hey,” Mirov said, his voice softer now. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Maya smiled and glanced up, seeing the genuine regret in his eyes. She nodded and said, “It’s okay. I’ll be more careful. Just keep your eyes on the road…Agent Mirov, sir.”

      He shook his head but he did obey, leaving Maya to focus on the blade. The only way she knew how to remove it without ripping anything else out with it—or without severing vital arteries—was to use her fire.

      Would he object?

      Well, maybe not, since he’d mentioned her fire already. So, she figured she may as well give it a try. Maya placed her fingers against the shard of metal, well aware she had no clue how far it went inside his body.

      She had to do something for now, just until they got back to HQ. Mirov was already looking pale; the sweat beading his brow, and the way he kept blinking as though his vision was foggy, made her aware he was fading. She needed to pick up the pace.

      “Er, Andres? Sorry, Agent Rostov, sir?”

      “Really, Maya?”

      “Fine. Andres, how’s your heat tolerance?”

      He pursed his lips. “Pretty good. What are you thinking?”

      Maya took a breath. “I can use my fire to sort of cauterize any damaged blood vessels before I remove the shard. But I’ll be sending heat into the metal itself. It’s going to get a little hot in there.”

      “All good. Just as long as you don’t cook me.”

      “I’ll try my best, sir.”

      Maya concentrated on Mirov’s wound, placing her palms on either side of the bloody gash.

      She took a deep slow breath—not so easy with her patient hanging another sharp left—and concentrated on the beating of his heart as it throbbed beneath her fingers.

      Calmer now, she focused her mind within, homing in on her solar plexus, wrapping herself inside the pulsing power of her core chakra.

      She curled her mind around the power and coaxed it forward toward her palms, something she was used to doing, although in this circumstance, the element she was willing into her hands was far more than just flames and fire.

      She felt the heat of Mirov’s heated skin beneath her palms, a reminder that he’d developed a fever from the injury. Another reason to move as fast as possible.

      Maya pushed the energy into her palms, sensing the simmering power of it pulsing within her blood, dancing between her skin and that of agent Mirov. With her palms now alive with the heat of her fire, and imbued with so much more, Maya placed her forefingers and middle fingers of each hand on either side of the metal blade and gripped tightly.

      Ready now, she sent a low blast of heat into the blade and took a breath. Mirov didn’t respond so she didn’t stop, praying he wasn’t going to be a hero. After a few moments, his abs twitched, though he showed no sign of feeling the heat. Maya paused and sank her mind into his neural network, trying to ascertain if she’d healed him.

      Going more on instinct than anything, she felt reassured that she’d succeeded--which meant she didn’t have much time. The faster she removed the shard the better, or else the heat would increase the rate of scarring, and the metal would attach itself to Mirov’s flesh. Maya took a slow breath and began to ease the blade out of the wound.

      He grunted but when she paused, he said, “No, keep going. I’m fine.”

      She obeyed and continued, kicking herself for not giving him something for the pain before she’d begun. She pushed the thoughts way and focused as she slid the metal free, horrified at how cleanly the single blade had split in half inside his flesh.

      The weapon made Maya very afraid.

      Forcing herself to bring her mind back to the wound, she allowed the healing fire to pulse into his muscles, into the torn ligaments and nerves, trying to focus on everything she’d learned about the human abdomen and how it was structured, about muscle repair and blood vessels and arteries. As her fire energy worked, it would heal some of the ripped flesh and even repair torn blood vessels.

      Darkness edged Maya’s vision and she shook her head. The fight with the demon had taken far too much energy out of her, more than she’d realized. Or was it maybe the crack on her skull?

      But she couldn’t stop now.

      The healing energy was working beneath her fingers, the power filtering into the wound and staunching the flow of blood.

      She’d used this power before to repair her damaged feet a few weeks ago, and she recalled the disbelief with which she’d approached the training. She’d had zero confidence in a human’s ability to simply heal wounds and broken bones.

      But she’d succeeded. Mostly with her own healing, though she’d tested it on Joss who’d raved about it for days afterward.

      Now that the flesh of the wound had healed, Maya considered sealing the torn skin, but then paused. What if there were other issues the doctors would need to take care of which meant they’d just cut him open again.

      So, instead of fixing him, she left the wound raw and open, and merely cleaned the gash and covered it with gauze. Thank goodness the first aid kit had included a removable stick-on bandage, effectively a giant plaster. Maya stuck it over the gauze easily enough, which saved her from having to wind a length of linen around the musclebound man’s waist.

      She didn’t have the energy anyway.

      The battle with the demon was steadily taking its toll and Maya’s head swam, her vision blurring. But blacking out right now wasn’t the smartest move. She had to make sure that Joss was going to be fine.

      And also, just in case she did have a concussion, she probably shouldn’t allow herself to pass out.

      But remaining conscious was way harder than she’d anticipated. Maya forced herself to keep busy, clearing the discarded bloody gauze and wrapping all the detritus from her first-aid treatment into the blue fabric before stuffing it inside its bag.

      She tucked it under her arm and was about to climb back into her seat, the van took another dangerously sharp right turn and skidded into the underground parking of the HQ building so fast that Maya was flung across toward Mirov. Her face slammed hard into his bandaged wound, though the man barely reacted other than to steady her with a firm hand on her head.

      Maya steeled herself against flinching as his palm settled on her head wound. She’d definitely been hurt, judging from the stinging of her scalp. But she just blinked back tears of pain and waited as Mirov burned rubber coming to an abrupt halt in front of the waiting medics and their gurney.
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      The trip up in the private elevator, even the headlong rush into Joss’s hospital room, had gone by in a blur to Maya, her mind a little foggy, exacerbated by the headache she’d developed. Her feet had taken her to Joss’s room, preceded by Sabala’s shadowy form, and accompanied by Mirov who was still at her side for some reason.

      They entered the room and she glanced up at him, frowning. “What are you doing here? I didn’t save your life so you can die in the hospital,” she snapped.

      He didn’t get a chance to answer as a familiar voice cut into their conversation. “Agent Mirov? Agent Rao? Can I please see you both next door?” Dr. Woden stared the pair of them down, her bright green eyes brooking no argument.

      “What for?” asked Maya, fear tripping up her heartbeat. “Is Joss going to be okay?”

      The doctor shook her head, red hair tied at the nape of her head in a no-nonsense chignon, though she had seen the woman lose her shit just a few hours ago, and knew the red meant business.

      Now, the doctor’s eyes remained emotionless, giving nothing away. “I need to examine the pair of you before I can allow you to barge into my patient’s room.”

      Maya’s jaw tightened but before she could respond the doctor pointed at the door, her expression so stern that Maya’s strength wilted. She obeyed, aware too that her superior officer had also complied without resistance. Perhaps Maya ought to accept the importance of rules and toeing the line? Agent Mirov certainly appeared to do so, though Sabala had elected to remain with Joss—no objections from Maya on his choice either.

      They were entering the room next door when said agent faced Dr. Woden, jaw tight. “I’m fine, doc. This isn’t necessary.”

      Maya’s eyebrows rose. “What? Of course, it is,” she said glancing over at the doctor whose expression had gone from impatient to curious, though her emerald eyes held enough wariness for Maya to suspect the pair must have had previous run-ins. “What he isn’t saying is he was struck with a blade which was embedded in his gut, and that he’d spilled pretty much all his blood inside the comms van. I did my best to cauterize the blood vessels and remove the metal, but I left the wound unsealed. Just in case I missed something.”

      Dr. Woden blinked, eyes flashing with annoyance, clearly not expecting Maya’s update. “Missed something?” she asked, a little unsettled as she sent Mirov an angry—and concerned—glare.

      Maya replied, “Yeah, I don’t have x-ray eyes, as much as that would have helped. The fact that the blade was designed to split in two jagged halves is enough to make me wonder what else was attached that could still be inside him.”

      The doctor took a slow breath and nodded, expression clearing, now back to medical business. She pointed at the first bed and gave Mirov a stern glare, then headed to the door.

      Popping her head out into the corridor, she yelled, “I need an x-ray here, now!”

      Mirov had approached the bed and by the time she turned to check on him, he’d sat himself down, his expression defeated. She gave a satisfied nod before glancing at Maya, a question in her eyes.

      Maya took a breath. “I’m fine. I really should be with Joss.”

      Mirov snorted, though the sound was softer than usual. Dr. Woden’s attention snapped to him as he lifted a hand. His palm faced them to reveal bright red bloodstained skin. “This isn’t my blood, Phead. Check Rao’s head,” he croaked and then passed out, crumpling to the mattress slowly.

      “Shit. I knew he wouldn’t last long,” Maya murmured as she headed over to help resettle the unconscious man.

      Dr. Woden looked up and met Maya’s eyes over Mirov’s bloodstained torso. “Get on the bed before you also pass out.” Maya hesitated and it must have reflected in her eyes as the doctor stiffened her spine, standing up straighter. “Now. I refuse to get fired if you die.”

      Maya rolled her eyes. “I can write you a waiver if you like,” she muttered.

      “I’d appreciate that. And if you could kindly do that while you lie on that bed, I’d be even happier.” She was smiling cheerfully as Maya looked up at her. But behind the grin was steel.

      Maya was too tired to fight her.

      Turning on her heel slowly, Maya made her way to the next bed and used the stool to raise herself up onto the mattress. Her head pounded now, and the stupid beanie made her feel even hotter. But she refused to remove it.

      She didn’t want to rip open any clotting and reveal the truth of her injury. That she had in fact been hurt badly enough that she needed the bed and medical care just as much as Mirov, didn’t sit well with her.

      She glanced over at him now as she lay on her pillow, the throbbing in her head not at all easing up. His eyes were closed though his breathing appeared even. And then the x-ray machine was rolled in and the nurses hurried about preparing him. They didn’t bother to pull the curtain closed for privacy, nor did they hustle her outside the way normal people were removed to reduce unnecessary exposure to x-rays.

      The team was efficient though, and left a few minutes later, leaving Dr. Woden to slide the x-ray film onto the light board beside Mirov’s bed. Her shoulders were hunched, red head poking out like a turkey as she squinted at the x-ray.

      Mirov had been asleep all this while though, and Maya was beginning to get antsy. The machines confirmed he was alive but readouts and lines on a graph were hardly enough for her. But before she was tempted to access his mind, the doctor straightened.

      Her tone held an edge of relief as she said, “You did well, Maya. You stopped all the bleeding just in time.”

      Maya nodded even though the movement sent splinters of pain into her skull. “Nothing left inside the wound?”

      “Nope, you got it all.” The gratitude in the woman’s eyes had Maya suspecting the doc and the agent knew each other very well. Dr. Woden stuck her hands in her pockets and smiled gently. “Now, all we need to do is sew him up and let him get some rest. He’ll be fine.”

      She gave Maya a reassuring nod and pressed the call button. A nurse arrived mere seconds later and was given the task of checking the wound site and stitching him up.

      With her first patient taken care of, the doctor focused on Maya. “Now, for you,” she said.

      Maya didn’t waste her breath fighting the woman off. She submitted to Dr. Woden’s ministrations and Maya had to bite her tongue as the beanie was removed.

      She’d been so focused on Joss and Mirov, and so drained of energy that she hadn’t even thought of treating her own wound. And it was too late now. The doctor was already checking the cut.

      After shining a light in each of Maya’s eyes, then probing Maya’s neck, she straightened. “No concussion, and no whiplash either. Neat little tear on the scalp that I think you can fix yourself once you’ve rested.”

      “Thanks,” Maya replied, all of a sudden remember that Dr. Woden knew all too well about her powers which made her feel like a lab rat again. “I need to know what’s happening with Joss. Can I go next door now?”

      “I would suggest you get some rest, Maya. But something tells me you’re not in the listening mood.” Dr. Woden sighed and moved away from the bed. “Just stay out of the way, okay? And I’m limiting her visitors to one at a time.”

      Maya nodded again, grateful the doctor hadn’t pushed back, and minutes later when she entered Joss’s room, she understood why.
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      Maya’s parents were standing at Joss’s bedside with Sabala, both looking tired and in shock. The moment she entered the room though, her mom’s eyes widened. Leela hesitated only a split second before hurrying over to wrap Maya in a hug so gentle, it seemed she was afraid to break something inside her daughter.

      Maya didn’t particularly care. All she felt was the welcome comfort of her mom’s arms and she sank into it in relief and with a greater need than she’d anticipated.

      “Honey? How are you feeling?” Leela asked, brow furrowing as she scanned Maya’s face. Maya was saved from replying when she received a hug from her father. Enveloped within her dad’s strong arms, she watched her mom glancing toward the door, no doubt expecting the doctor.

      Released from the crush of her dad’s bear hug, Maya turned to find Dr. Woden had indeed followed her into Joss’s room. She arched an eyebrow. “Limit to one person at a time please. After you and Dev finish your visit, of course,” she said to Leela, her tone firm though respectful.

      As the doctor turned to leave, Leela hurried after her, closing the door as she went. Maya snorted. “That was smooth.”

      “You know your mom. She wants an update, but she doesn’t want it to seem like she’s babying you.”

      Maya smiled. “I thought she was supposed to be good at subterfuge? Being a demon-fighting avatar agent and all.”

      Dev smiled and shook his head. “She may need retraining. Maybe you two can do the course together. Would be fun. Mother and daughter demon-fighting team. How does that sound?” His lips curved, eyes twinkling as he teased her, but Maya could see clearly that though he’d recovered from his coma, and been given the go-ahead to return to work, he wasn’t yet up to full strength.

      Maya found she was too tired to take the bait, too tired to argue with her dad. And she was beginning to wonder if she should have taken the doctor’s advice to get some sleep. But it was too late to back down now.

      So instead, she hugged her dad again. “I’m going to stay with Joss. I don’t want her to have to wake up alone.”

      “You most certainly will not,” snapped Leela as she walked into the room and shut the door behind her.

      “Mom?” Maya said, aware the word sounded like a whine. “I’m totally fine. Even the doc said so.”

      Leela sniffed. “What Phaedra said was that you will be fine. As in future tense. She also did tell you to get some rest, didn’t she?”

      Maya lifted a shoulder then dropped it. “I will. Soon.”

      She gave the room a quick inspection, gaze lingering on the second bed next to the wall. Now where had that come from? When her dad had used this hospital room recently while recovering from his coma, the place had been a single occupancy, not a double.

      Warmth filled her heart and tinged her cheeks as she understood that someone had sent the bed to Joss’s room because they already knew how stubborn Maya was. She’d have put her money on her parents but with the doctor being so stern, Maya had to consider Dr. Phead had used the bed to give Maya near-zero choice in the matter of rest.

      Facing her parents again, Maya stared at them awkwardly, aware her hairline contained flecks of dried blood, blood which would also have stained her fingers right down to her fingernails.

      She wanted to gather her thoughts, to sift through the frantic mess in her mind, and she needed space. She felt like if she wasn’t left alone, and soon, she would literally explode.

      But even though she was tempted to send her parents away right now, Maya let them be, aware they too had a right to worry over Joss, who was for all intents and purposes, their surrogate daughter.

      They hung around for another forty minutes, in which time Maya struggled to fight the urge to nod off far too many times. She’d ended up taking a few naps—if you could call shutting her eyes for ten seconds a snooze—waking with a start and a blink before checking on Joss instinctively.

      Leela frowned. “You need to get cleaned up, honey. I brought some clean clothes from your rooms downstairs. They’re in the closet over there. Plus stuff to take a shower. I left shampoo as well, but probably best to use it later when the cut isn’t still raw.”

      “I’ll be fine, Mom.” Maya wiggled her fingers, allowing a small flame to flicker from the tip of her forefinger. “I’m pretty sure I can heal the cut once I get some sleep.”

      Leela nodded, then exchanged a look with Dev. Then she gave Maya a farewell hug and stood back. As her dad held her, he said softly in her ear, “Get some rest or I will have you physically removed from this room. And don’t test me.”

      When he released her, his smile was so innocent that nobody would have believed her if she’d told anyone what he’d said.

      Then her parents were gone, her dad’s knowing wink the last thing she saw before he shut the door. Maya debated a shower, then a sleep, then fix her cracked skull. Or fix skull, shower, then sleep? Or maybe sleep, skull, then shower?

      How could it be this hard to make a fracking decision for something as simple as having a shower?

      She took a slow breath and sank onto the mattress. Joss was still unconscious, and all Maya could do was watch her friend for now. Besides, she was definitely better off using what was left of her energy to fix her scalp. She had to get all the blood off her body, and she had blood on her from far too many people: the vampire-demon, Joss, Mirov and her own.

      That’s three too many.

      Maya settled back into the pillow as she took slow calming breaths. She gathered her energy reserves, which from what she could sense weren’t as much as she had hoped, and she began to guide the power toward her head.

      Maybe she wouldn’t need to use her hands, but instead send the energy straight to the wound. But was her head any different from her feet in terms of method of healing? Mentally crossing her fingers and praying she’d have enough energy for this to work, Maya guided the pulsing power up from her solar plexus toward her head.

      Heat and lightning crackled within Maya’s skull, and even before she passed out, she knew she’d made the wrong choice.
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      Beeping filtered toward Maya’s ears; the sound hollow as though she were listening to the noise from underwater.

      Another noise penetrated her thoughts, the low pant-pant she’d become so used to that she barely heard it anymore. Until of course it was no longer around.

      Sabala.

      Pain seared into Maya’s brain, hot and icy cold all at the same time. The hellhound let out a low growl, nails clicking on the floor as he got to his feet. She couldn’t open her eyes to reassure him though, and she wasn’t sure she’d be able to speak through the agony.

      The torturous pain increased to a point where Maya let out a sob, the sound hollow as it bounced around the room. Sabala growled again, a little louder now as his concern rose.

      “Breathe Maya. Breathe through the pain.” There was that voice again. Who was this guy talking to her in her mind at the worst of moments?

      Maya sobbed again, her words muffled as she replied, “This isn’t a Lamaze class, whoever you are.”

      “Objection noted. But perhaps you ought to try. Think about how your healing fire works and use it to find out what is wrong. Only then can you make a decision on how to fix the cause.”

      Maya wanted to yell out to the voice and tell him to leave her the hell alone. She didn’t need a damned ghost in her skull to tell her what she needed to do. Still, he was onto something, though she wasn’t about to tell a voice in her head that.

      Instead, she controlled her breathing, and steeled herself against the rush of fire that surged through her head. What was happening to her? She’d passed out trying to heal herself. Could it be that her fire energy had remained in her head, in her mind all this time? And how long had she been out?

      Searing heat swarmed within her brain and she wasn’t sure if it was going to explode or dissolve into mush.

      “Control.”

      Maya wanted to tell him to shut up, but he was right. She was allowing her thoughts to wander, letting herself lose focus on when she probably didn’t have much time left before she self-combusted.

      She centered her mind, releasing her thoughts like shards of embers in the wind. Gradually, her heartbeat slowed to a more natural pace, her breathing fading to soft almost imperceptible soughs.

      Darkness pulled at her mind as her body threatened to release her into unconsciousness. It made sense since she’d used up most of her energy reserves with her previous attempt. Could she really expect to have enough left to pull her through this?

      Then she tugged free from doubt, suspecting if she didn’t do it herself, the ghost in her head would tell her to. With her thoughts focused and her physiological elements under control, Maya fell into a natural process. She’d done this so many times before, directing her fire to exactly where she wanted it to be.

      Even though the heat surged within her head with the force of a flaming tornado, Maya reminded herself her energy only behaved this way because it was caught within the small space of her skull. She reminded herself that her own power would not endanger her.

      Hadn’t Kali, the mother goddess, told her so?

      Peace filled Maya’s mind and flowed through her chakras, and with that calm she began to work. Guiding a portion of heated energy toward the wound in her scalp, she held the rest at bay, dividing her attention only enough to prevent the full force of her fire from overwhelming her.

      Now, she sent ripples of healing energy to her scalp and the stinging hit her almost immediately. But she didn’t let out a sound, even when the pain spiked through the wound like a blade.

      She was peaceful. She was controlled.

      The pain subsided, leaving a pulsing throb in its place and Maya could almost see the biological changes that would have been happening; the torn edges of the skin in her scalp regenerating, bringing itself together to seal the gash. It was slow, but Maya was confident of the steps to the healing process.

      She breathed slowly, the energy she’d used on the healing having almost drained her entirely. Time ticked by, slowly, slowly, until at last the throbbing faded, the pain dulled, and her headache began to ease.

      She blinked but even such a small action pulled at her energy levels and she felt the darkness closing in. A quick breath later, she managed to tug her mind through the shadowed veil of unconsciousness.

      “Well done, Maya. I was certain you had the skills to complete the healing.”

      Maya frowned, then regretted it instantly as the creasing of her forehead pulled the skin of her scalp enough to make her wince.

      She lay there for a while, staring at the ceiling, aware that Sabala hadn’t moved from his position, aware that the stinging in her scalp was all but gone. She wanted to inspect the site, to check how well the wound had knitted together. There would be a scab, no doubt. Probably a scar too.

      She didn’t think her healing was any kind of magic.

      Kali’s fire was light, and light was creation and healing and rebirth. Maya understood the concept though the execution still brought her to awe.

      After what seemed like an hour--but which was probably only a few minutes--Maya cracked open her eyes, then shielded them with her hand. Her strength had returned somewhat, allowing her to shift up into a sitting position.

      Sabala sat like an ebony statue, eyes glistening as he watched her solemnly. He tipped his head and narrowed his eyes at him. “Hey, pooch. You reassigning guard duty to Joss now? Coulda used you as a living airbag on the ride home,” she teased.

      The hellhound sniffed, as though doubling as an airbag was an affront to his very existence, and Maya had to laugh silently at herself. She’d never been one to talk to animals, always finding it weird because she knew full well they didn’t speak human. And yet she’d fallen into a one-sided conversation with the creature almost every time they were alone.

      The room was no longer spinning, and Maya found herself a tad stronger than before she’d passed out. Sabala lifted his snout and stared up at her as though waiting for something. And Maya recalled a time not too long ago when she’d healed her ruined feet and had then needed Sabala’s help to walk. Things weren’t so bad this time around though.

      At least, not so bad that she’d need his aid to walk.

      Maya swiveled on the mattress and scanned the floor for the little stool she’d used to get herself up on the bed. But it was nowhere to be seen. Scowling now, she considered moving to the other side of the bed to check.

      But even as she looked over her shoulder, she heard the low squeak of rubber on tile and knew before she turned around that Sabala had found the step. He was nudging it out from under the bed with his nose, taking his time to position the stool in the correct place beneath her feet.

      Then he sat on his haunches and looked up at her. Maya could have sworn the look he gave her was filled with self-satisfaction, but she reminded herself that Sabala was an animal and didn’t possess the higher intellect of the humanoid races.

      With her mind tired, she pushed the thoughts away—especially since they felt a little traitorous to Sabala—and slid off the bed to stand on the step, then down to the floor.

      Joss was still asleep, and the ward sounded quiet, which made sense for the last hours before sunrise. Maya gathered her things and headed into the bathroom. As Sabala attempted to follow her inside, she turned to point a stern finger at him.

      “You keep an eye on Joss. If she moves, I want to know,” she said, her tone a little sharper than she’d intended.

      In response, the hellhound turned and clacked across the floor to settle on his haunches beside Joss’s bed.

      Maya smiled. “Thanks, pooch,” she said before closing the bathroom door. She was so looking forward to the hot shower. But as exhausted as she was, she’d have to get done fast or risk passing out and having the nurses break the door down to get to her.

      She’d had enough of being unexpectedly naked. With that thought foremost in her mind, Maya made quick work in the shower, her movements automatic as sleep slowly battered away her defenses.

      And ten minutes later, when she crawled onto her mattress, she barely had time to pull the covers over her before she sank into blissful darkness.

      All thoughts of pain and demons, of knife wounds and blood, fled into the shadows where they belonged.
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      Maya’s memories were again playing tricks on her, a strange vision now overlaying itself on her view of the hospital room. Things were taking on an edge of crazy.

      She’d awakened to a rush of activity a while ago and she’d feigned sleep for most of that time, hoping the contingent of doctors and nurses would do their thing and leave without interrogating or poking and prodding her.

      Thankfully, her prayers were answered. And now, she’d begun to enjoy the silence—other than the odd snuff or growl courtesy of her hellhound guard who lurked somewhere beyond her line of sight.

      When the memory-vision appeared in her mind, the scene was different in time and place, as though dream and reality were still following the same timeline. Now, the overlaid vision played out within a stone-walled room draped in tapestries and dotted with small tables and shelves holding ceramics and brassware. Metals from around the room glinted as the light from a large fire, and from dozens of candles, reflected off the red, gold and silver decor.

      Maya could feel the warmth of the fire on her skin, and with every inhalation came a complicated blend of acerbic hospital detergent and rich, fragrant incense.

      And in the vision, the medical setting was far from the antiseptic hospital room she currently occupied. Blood-stained linen littered the floor, brass cups filled with dark liquids which let off a rich spicy aroma, lay cooling beside a cot. A steel dish half-filled with brown water, the pile of red-stained linen tossed on the floor beside it, a proclamation of a rushed treatment, though one seemingly as hygienic as Maya’s present time.

      Whoever was treating the patient knew enough about cleanliness and infections to have taken the proper measures, but though curious, Maya just wanted the visions to stop.

      She tried to ignore the images and focus on the here and now, although if she were to be honest, this particular room was the last place she wanted to be in, especially not with Joss lying in the very same bed which Maya’s dad had occupied not so long ago.

      Maya was somewhat comforted knowing everyone here at the HQ medical ward knew exactly what they were doing, but Joss’s injuries were puzzling to say the least. Her only outward sign of injury was the bump on her head and the irregular trickle of blood from her eyes and nose.

      Maya had eavesdropped, catching snatches of conversation which revealed that Joss’s condition had stumped the doctors—even Dr. Phead was at a loss to explain Joss’s coma—which wasn’t very comforting for Maya.

      After getting up to use the bathroom and brush her teeth, Maya had returned to the room to find a breakfast tray had been sent up. Nothing too fancy, just yoghurt, granola, coffee, juice. All of which she gobbled up with the gusto of a girl half-starved.

      Which she most certainly was, if she had to take into account when she’d last eaten, and of course, the amount of energy she’d expended through the night, from fighting the vampire demon to healing Mirov and then herself, she hadn’t had the time, nor the self-awareness to remember to refuel.

      Eventually, the four walls of the hospital room began to close in on her, forcing her to get to her feet. And she’d begun to walk a line across the tiles, telling herself she needed the exercise to prevent stiffness in her muscles.

      Maya paced the white bleached floor of the hospital room. Her ears were ringing, and she was still jittery after expending so much of her energy, she felt restless and found herself glaring around her as though the beeping machines and gleaming silver of scalpels and IV-stands and needles were responsible for Joss’s current condition. But that wasn’t the truth.

      Joss’s injuries were all on Maya.

      Now, Maya stopped pacing to lean against the room door as though she intended to make everyone stay out. There’d been enough activity when she had awakened, with doctors and nurses rushing in and out, a jumble of alarms going while the reiki healers hovered at the bedside giving Maya a look that said she was next on their list after they attended to Joss.

      Maybe she didn’t want them to see her guilt? She thrust the thought aside and stared at Joss. They’d been friends forever having met in kindergarten and Maya’s family had slowly begun to take on the role of Joss’s surrogate family.

      Maya let out a slow soft breath and folded her arms, probably the only comfort she was going to give herself. Her best friend lay on the hospital bed as still and silent as the dead, normally milky skin tinged with a strange grey, golden hair lying limply on the pillow beside her head.

      She appeared near death but even when one of the healers had admitted to those suspicions aloud, she’d been reassured by the doctors that Joss was very much alive though they couldn’t explain the strange coma she’d fallen into.

      Maya had heard the doctors asking after blood tests. Joss’s blood had been sent to the labs for testing and they’d have to wait a while longer for the results. Waiting wasn’t what she wanted to do. She wanted to know what had gone wrong. And she wanted to know what exactly was happening to her own mind.

      Why was she seeing her past?

      She’d come to admit to herself now that what she’d been seeing were visions of her previous life as the Mother, but nobody had ever said she’d possessed any sort of seer ability, nor had they told her the mother had the power to wield fire.

      There were too many pieces of this puzzle missing and Maya didn’t like it.

      And as far as her powers were concerned, she was stumped. Sure, the visions were strange and dangerous when they appeared to her unpredictably. And yes, they were life-threatening when they came on during a freaking battle with a demon. But she couldn’t deny that her new skills were impressive, making her accept she was more powerful than she’d ever thought she’d be.

      Fire, and healing, and now visions.

      As for those visions, she was tempted to say they’d endangered Joss, but she wasn’t so sure. Had the vision not appeared to Maya, would she have been able to fight and kill the demon so efficiently? Would she have been able to harness the fire in a way she hadn’t known she was capable of, and then use her previously undiscovered power to obliterate a dangerous vampire demon?

      Maya wasn’t entirely sure she would have succeeded without the vision but what she did know was the result in the end was Joss in a hospital bed looking like she was staring death in the face. But, as far as Maya was concerned, Joss wasn’t going to stay that way for long. Maya was going to do something about it.

      Or die trying.
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      Three days later, The Rao Residence

      

      Even though Maya had spent three days in the KALIMA hospital unit, she found she was still not rested, nor was she of any mind to rest. She and Joss had been transported home late the previous evening, a process overseen by their sternly diligent redheaded doctor who’d only left when she’d double- and triple-checked all the machines connected to Joss to confirm they were working as they should be.

      Dr. Phead had instructed Maya to rest. She’d also assured Maya that despite the girls’ new location, she’d be keeping an eye on them from HQ.

      The wonders of modern tech.

      But the doc hadn’t really known who she was dealing with. To Dr. Woden, Maya was a list of physiological and biological readings. An anomaly to be studied on a regular basis. But what the doc knew was only a small percentage of Maya’s true powers—which wasn’t even broaching the subject of Maya’s potential.

      Even her parents took the doctors examination report with a pinch of salt, both well aware of the number of details the doc had a hope in hell of seeing on her monitors and readouts.

      So, though Dr. Woden had prescribed sleep, Maya must have gotten a placebo instead. Sleep never came. Which was ironic since she’d slept soundly both nights she’d spent in Joss’s room. Now, Maya fidgeted, bouncing her knee, rolling her thumb around her forefinger, and picking at the elegant lace on the hem of her purple satin pajamas.

      She’d discarded her favorite duck pajamas in favor of something a little more elegant, seeing as how she was a year older, and wiser, and of course more powerful. And yet she still longed for the comfort of the familiar softness.

      Now, Maya took an impatient breath. She knew why she was restless, knew exactly what was on her mind. She needed to speak to Kali or Chayya, but she was hesitant to call either one of them because a part of her was afraid of what they would say. A part of her was terrified they would tell her Joss had no hope of recovering.

      And that was an answer Maya knew she could not handle. Not now, not ever.

      The house was silent, the machines beeping in Joss’s room at a low enough volume to not echo. The noise didn’t disturb Maya. In fact, she kept an ear out for them, needing to hear the sounds to reassure herself that Joss was still alive, still able to recover.

      A noise at Maya’s door had her glancing up. Dr. Pheadra had stationed a nurse at the Rao’s residence and the woman was tasked with looking after Joss, and apparently also Maya. Deanna Lark was a grey-haired, stoop-shouldered woman with round steel-framed glasses balanced near the tip of her nose. With her full cheeks and generously pillowed frame, she was the picture of grandmotherliness. Maya was of the opinion the woman was a dead ringer for the old lady from the Tweetie cartoons.

      Now, Nurse Lark smiled at Maya and elbowed the door to open it wider. She entered the room, bringing with her a tray filled with a cooked breakfast of eggs, mushrooms, sausage and grilled potatoes. The smell was heavenly, and Maya’s stomach growled as the nurse settled the tray on her lap.

      Nurse Lark clapped her hands briskly and said, “Eat up, young lady. You need your strength back quick as a whistle.” And then, without waiting for Maya’s response, the old woman strode out of the room and closed the door behind her.

      Maya stared at the door for a long moment, wondering what to make of the nurse. Nurse Lark looked the picture of sweet kindness but beneath the huggable exterior ran a layer of impenetrable steel. Maya looked down at her plate and smiled. It wasn’t going to be hard to obey the strict instructions she’d been given.

      Very soon, she’d finished her breakfast and, oddly enough, found herself still hungry. After wiping her mouth on the napkin the nurse had left beside her plate, Maya contemplated going down to the kitchen for a second helping. It did occur to her that there may be rules about seconds.

      Gluttony and all that.

      In the end, Maya decided the decent thing to do was to take her plate to the kitchen and save Deanna the trouble of fetching it. And, if there happened to be second helpings available, Maya could help out to ensure they didn’t waste any food.

      The house was quiet as she walked downstairs on bare feet. Sabala’s absence from her side was conspicuous but she was glad he was keeping an eye on Joss. When she found the kitchen empty, she hurried to check the pots. Moments later, she’d served herself a second plate and tucked in, polishing off round two in record time. She washed up after she was done, and then hurried back upstairs to check on Joss.

      Maya stood in the doorway to her friend’s room, studying Joss’s still form. How long did they have to wait for Joss to come back to them? Maya wasn’t sure she could stand the agony. Or the fear.

      She wanted to laugh and cry all at the same time. Her disappointment and sorrow only served to bring her mood way back down. Even good food couldn’t save her frame of mind now as she walked listlessly back to her room next door.

      So much power, and yet she felt the most helpless she’d been since the goddess Kali had bestowed the fire power upon her. Maya shivered as she recalled Kali’s words.

      "The abilities granted to you are manifold. Your power to control flame; given to you to enable you to eliminate demons and any other dangers at will, and of course for protection. And your blood power, to detect and find evil, in essence to track down anything bad. So far you have honed it to track demons, but there is more to that power, and with time you will learn to use it for far more than mere demon tracking."

      And the mother goddess hadn’t been glossing over the truth. New powers seemed to arise at every turn and Maya often wondered if she was little more than a walking time-bomb.

      She sighed and approached her closet, quickly changing into a pair of gym shorts and a tank. She was way too restless to hang out in her room.

      Training sounded like a far better option than rest.

      But as she left her room and hurried to the stairs, Maya’s steps slowed and she came to a halt. She turned on her heel and stared at Joss’s room door. Everyone had said they needed to wait, but what if Maya didn’t really need to after all.

      She had the power of the goddess Kali running through her body, her blood, her atma. Maya had saved and healed a good few people these past months. And if she counted the near-apocalyptic undead situation they were still recovering from, maybe she’d even saved the world.

      Surely Joss deserved at least one small attempt on Maya’s behalf.

      And though the goddess Kali had advised Maya to use her powers wisely, she’d never once used her fire for personal gain. Well, healing oneself is probably personal gain but that was splitting hairs. Besides, in this case, she was using her fire to help her friend.

      And if not to help Joss then at least to find out what was wrong with her so Maya and her parents, and the whole fracking agency, could find a way to help her.
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      Maya gathered Kali’s kapala and Chayya’s bowl from her room and dropped them into a satchel, though she hoped she won’t need them--she just wanted them with her for emergencies.

      Now she paused on the threshold of Joss’s room and stared at her sleeping friend. The nurse glanced up from her armchair a few feet from Joss where she’d been sitting, head bent over a multi-colored scarf, knitting needles flashing in and out with soft ticks.

      Nurse Lark smiled and got up, setting her knitting inside a little bag at her feet. Then she grabbed the bag and hooked the strap on the crook of her elbow. She reached for the tray of uneaten food that she’d brought up just in case her patient woke, then hurried out of the room past Maya.

      The nurse gave Maya a wave as she approached. “Call me if you need anything. I’ll be down in the kitchen if you want me,” she said as she passed.

      Maya nodded and responded with a cheery smile though she knew she’d not bother the woman, no matter what. Despite Nurse Lark’s well-meaning behavior, Maya still didn’t trust her one hundred percent.

      She paused at the admission. Had Claudia’s betrayal rendered Maya incapable of trusting people? She didn’t want to think about it. Thoughts of Claudia all too often sent her into a funk, and right now she needed her head in the game.

      Maya shut the door and leaned against it. After she’d made the decision to try and enter her friend’s mind, she’d found herself questioning the decision, studying it from all angles for reasons why this was a bad idea. But it wasn’t. As far as she could tell, seeing what was inside Joss’s mind would solve everyone’s problems.

      The medical team was waiting for a change in her physical condition, which meant they could likely wait for weeks, if not months. And worst-case scenario, they’d be waiting forever.

      Despite the agency being so paranormally inclined, they appeared to have slipped back to the hard and fast rules of modern medicine when it came to Joss’s injuries. Were they merely being closed-minded or were there other reasons why they didn’t want to use paranormal tools to figure out what was wrong with Joss?

      Maya shook her head sharply. “Stop delaying the inevitable,” she muttered beneath her breath. She rolled back her shoulders and walked closer to the bed.

      Maya was more than ready to start the process. She didn’t need to do anything specific other than make sure she was touching Joss, and of course, ensure her own mind was clear and sufficiently focused. She set her bag on the bed at Joss’s feet and sat on the mattress beside her unconscious friend.

      She lay her hand on Joss’s forehead, her skin sensing the electrical energy pulsing beneath skin and bone. A combination of pure electrical charge and soul aura flickered against Maya’s hand, giving her hope that Joss was still alive enough to return to them whole.

      But beneath her fingers, the rhythm of the pulsing stuttered, just the tiniest ripple but enough to have Maya’s nerves shout a warning. Something was different with Joss’s coma, and Maya’s heart rate catapulted into overdrive.

      Calm down, breathe.

      She wasn’t going to be able to join with Joss’s mind if she didn’t get her own under control—which was harder to do than she’d expected. Worse, she was likely to see things within her friend’s mind that nobody other than Joss had a right to see. What if Joss took the whole process of delving inside her mind as a betrayal if Maya sees her secrets? Would Joss even give permission for the procedure if she was conscious?

      And doubt crept slowly into Maya’s heart. Was she too emotionally entangled with Joss to keep a clear head? This was probably why professionals of all fields avoided dealing with friends and family—conflict of interest came in many flavors.

      But Maya shook her head, refusing to back away. What if she was Joss’s only chance? What if she left Joss’s return to health to the medical team, and Joss didn’t survive because they never find a solution—or even the cause of her symptoms?

      The muscles in Maya’s hand tensed rock hard. She had to do this. She’d deal with the consequences, whatever they may be.

      If Joss is unhappy with your actions, would you be comfortable losing your best friend, should she be unable to forgive you? asked the voice in Maya’s mind.

      Fine time for you to return to my head, Maya grumbled silently. I don’t need your thoughts inside my mind when I’m trying to reach a state of peace.

      I apologize for the intrusion, but I believed you needed a con for all your pros.

      Maya made a face. Well, thanks for that. Now stop talking so I don’t bungle this and turn both Joss and me into a vegetable.

      I do not understand. A vegetable?

      Maya groaned. What was with this mystery voice in her head? I’ll explain later. Now, be quiet. When only silence followed, she got to her feet and rounded the bed, climbing up to settle herself on her knees beside Joss.

      More comfortable now, Maya closed her eyes and focused her mind, bringing the warmth of her fire to simmer near the surface of her skin. She’d joined minds before with the demon Narakasura who was kinda sorta her half-brother through her mom.

      That hadn’t been fun even if it had helped them figure him out. And she’d done it with the dancer Rosa when they’d been on the hunt for the evil priest not so long ago. She’d even been inside the creepy priest’s mind, where she’d learned the truth about Claudia.

      So, the accessing part wasn’t going to be hard. Maya suspected staying inside Joss’s mind would be way harder. Kas was a demon, an almost undead creature. Rosa and the priest had been dead. Joss was very much alive.

      Glancing over at Sabala who was sitting beside the nightstand, staring at her in silence, Maya said, “See you on the other side, pooch. And get help if I die, okay?”

      The hellhound did his half-nod half-snort thing, which Maya often interpreted as exasperation. She imagined if he did put words to the action, he’d say, “Drama queen much?”

      Maya adjusted her focus to Joss and pressed her fingers to her friend’s temples. Then she took a slow breath, in and out. “Here goes nothing,” she muttered softly.

      Maya’s mind, though free from distractions, was suddenly immersed in a multitude of thoughts, like a hundred different conversations all being spoken at once. Add that to the images overlaid in her vision, a multitude of merged scenes, all too convoluted to pry apart and make sense of.

      For which Maya was grateful. The layering and sound confusion probably meant Joss was very much alive, though trapped within her own mind. Maya paused, trying to focus on one familiar memory, perhaps an image from the basement, or before the team had entered the toyshop. Anything to help Maya hone in on something that would help shed light on what had sent Joss into unconscious bliss.

      As Maya hovered inside Joss’s mind, the sounds and images began to push at her own senses, stabbing pain searing her brain like a network of migraines. Sobbing softly through the pain, Maya moved more out of instinct than anything. She’d exposed her mind to Joss’s which explained the pain from all her friend’s brain activity.

      Maya had to protect herself if she was going to succeed. Otherwise, she may end up stuck inside Joss’s head forever. Now, Maya tugged on her fire power and sent the energy toward her mind, curling the heat around her consciousness like a glass dome.

      And slowly, the pain dissipated, leaving her to take a relieved breath. She should have protected herself first before entering Joss’s mind.

      Guess doing is the best teacher, second only to failure, of course.

      With her mind protected, Maya edged deeper into Joss’s thoughts, focusing on the images in her own mind of the basement, hoping to filter through her friend’s memories in a smarter way.

      Google reverse-image search for mind-readers, anyone?

      Maya pushed away her smartassery, somewhat impressed she was still capable while journeying through the mass of input that was Joss’s mind.

      Thankfully, the image focus turned out to be the smartest move.

      Only seconds had passed when Maya came to a collection of thoughts and emotions, sounds and sights, related to the basement chaos. She took a few more moments to orient herself in the timeline of memories as memories clearly didn’t organize themselves logically.

      But perhaps it was instinct helping Maya wade through and reorganize what she was seeing. It was almost like the artworks she’d once seen in a museum where a bunch of multi-sided pillars were arranged in a row, which lined up to form an image if you look at them from a specific angle.

      And she had found the correct line of sight to see inside Joss’s memories of the basement. Maya held her breath, following the sequence of events as they arrived at the scene and as Joss stepped to the side of the circle to put herself in position.

      Up until the point when the demon had knocked Joss out, everything from Joss’s memories matched Maya’s. What followed after Joss sank into darkness didn’t.

      When Joss fell to the floor, Maya had run to her side, checked her for injuries and had been relieved to find just the bump on the head other than the bleeding nose and eyes. But the anger at her friend almost being hurt had fueled the need to end the demon’s little reign of terror beneath the toyshop. Maya had focused on the creature and had attacked with all her power.

      And she’d thrown a deadly fire arrow, rendering the death blow, thereby consigning the creature back to whatever level of hell she’d risen from.

      Only that wasn’t exactly what had happened.

      The darkness within Joss’s mind—which indicated her state of unconsciousness—was suddenly lit by a ruby glow, as though light was being shone through a sheet of red glass.

      And then, a low hissing laughter filled the red-shadowed haze, growing louder and more vicious. Joss’s voice filled Maya’s thoughts, pain screaming inside the prison of her friend’s mind and drenching Maya with pure horror.

      A battle of wills raged, Joss’s warrior spirit against the determination of a creature of pure evil. The sound filled Joss’s memories, her cries growing ever angrier and ever desperate.

      And yet Maya could sense the anger behind Joss’s pain as she pushed back. Until a sudden surge of energy hit her again, and the cackling laughter grew hollow as though dampened by a blanket, growing ever quieter.

      Until only silence remained.

      At first, Maya thought the demon had tried to access Joss’s mind to find a way to beat the team, find the loose screw. But the creature’s intentions were far more diabolical than anyone had given her credit for.

      They had all underestimated this vampire demon. She hadn’t died against the wall, impaled by Maya’s fire. The demon summoned by the group of teens had found itself a new place to hide.

      Inside Joss’s head.
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      Maya sat in her mom’s office at HQ, pulling a thick pashmina around her shoulders with one hand. In her free hand, she held a mug of hot chocolate laced with cinnamon, nutmeg and something else she was certain was brandy. But she wasn’t going to ask.

      Instead, she blew on the dark surface and sipped slowly, the act of drinking this cocoa for some reason turning into some sort of lifeline she wanted to hold onto for as long as possible.

      Leela snorted. “Maya, you can take as long as you want to drink that but we’re not leaving this room until you tell us everything.”

      Maya gritted her teeth. She was busted and she hadn’t even been here before her mom had figured she had something big to say. Made sense. The woman did have the strangest ability to understand Maya’s inner thoughts.

      Plus, Maya had barged in with the intention of telling them what she’d discovered from delving inside Joss’s mind. She sighed, blew, sipped and then licked lips clean before setting the mug carefully down onto the glass coffee table that sat between her and her parents.

      Seriously, she felt like she was being interrogated by them, even though they both only appeared worried, afraid. For both her and Joss, she’d guess from how swollen her mom’s eyes were. Her parents cared for Joss as though she were their own child, so Maya wasn’t surprised they’d be just as worried as she was about Joss’s condition.

      Maya bit the inside of her cheek. She had almost forgotten that there were other people who also cared about her best friend. Tears burned her eyes and she shook her head.

      Meeting her mom’s gaze, she started with the apology she owed them. “I’m sorry—” Dev lifted a hand to cut her off, but she waved him silent and shook her head again. “No. I mean it. I should not have kept stuff from you guys. I admit I wasn’t thinking about anyone other than myself. I’m sorry,” Maya said, ending on a whisper as she looked down at her fingers now fiddling with the fringe of her pashmina shawl. The dark wool was a garish red, a counter to the dull brown of dried blood still embedded beneath her nails.

      Leela chuckled and then gave a soft smile. “We understand, honey. If we hadn’t, we would definitely have demanded you talk to us. But you needed the time. And just so you know, from the reports we received and from what we saw on the feeds,“ she met her husband’s eyes and they shared a look of worry, “it was plain enough that you did the best you could under the circumstances.”

      Maya opened her mouth to reply that she really didn’t think she had done the best considering the condition Joss was in, but she paused, eyes narrowed as she watched her parents.

      Something was off with the two of them.

      Maya reached for her hot chocolate and took a sip, then said, “I know you guys are holding out on me, so maybe it’s time to tell me what you’re thinking?”

      There was that shared look of worry again between the two of them, and Maya rolled her eyes. “Mom. Dad. I killed a vampire demon with a power I didn’t even know I had. I’m pretty sure I’m no innocent baby that you need to handle with kid gloves. So, can you please explain what’s going on? You’re worried about something and it’s making me worried. And trust me, I already have enough to worry about, and I’m not even counting the worry still unconscious back at home.”

      She fell silent and sipped more hot chocolate, part of her wondering why the drink was making her feel as though it were the only thing grounding her to reality.

      Dev cleared his throat and shifted forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “We saw most of what happened on the feed, Maya. We know what you did and how you eliminated the demon. But something else happened and I’m not sure you even know it.”

      Maya frowned. “Something else happened?” As she asked the question, she had to wonder what the feed had revealed, that somehow, they’d know what had happened to her, that she’d been living in two realities at once. Then she blinked the thought away.

      That wasn’t possible.

      Leela got to her feet and went to the coffee cart beside the sofa. She poured more chocolate and handed it to Maya before taking away the empty mug. Then she sat down and ran her hands over her thighs, a nervous habit Maya had recognized a long time ago was a precursor to trouble of some sort.

      Leela cleared her throat, did the shared-glance-of-worry thing again with Maya’s dad, and then said, “The feeds revealed a strange anomaly that the lab is still trying to investigate. But that isn’t the issue right now. The biggest question is what happened for those two minutes when you…when you appeared to…”

      Dev tapped his wife’s knee. “Maya, I’m not sure what happened, but you need to see this. Maybe it’s best you watch the feed and see what we saw. Then you’ll understand better what our concern is.”

      Maya nodded, more worried now than ever. But, despite her apprehension, her body decided this was the perfect moment to notify the room that she was hungry. Really, really hungry.

      She smiled, her cheeks heating up. “All that energy, I guess I used up some fuel reserves,” she said, thinking of Nurse Lark’s breakfast plus seconds.

      Leela smiled and got to her feet, waving at Dev to keep going with pulling the feed to the television on the wall beside the sofas. He didn’t take long, and it seemed only moments had passed when Maya’s mom was handing her a burger and fries—most definitely takeout—and her dad was ready to play the tape.

      Burger in hand, Maya waved at him to continue. Though he looked worried, he reached for the remote and started the tape just after Maya had unleashed her fire-sticks.

      Maya downed the burger in seconds, truthfully not paying sufficient attention to the tape. She knew what had happened in the moments after, but when the tape rolled and reached the second when the memory-vision had hit Maya, she wasn’t sure what she was seeing.

      She remembered it clearly, could still hear the familiar voice in her head whispering encouragement.

      “Use your inner power. You have it for a reason.”

      And it had only gotten stranger from there.

      On the screen, Maya watched her face contort with confusion when she’d heard the ghostly voice. And a moment later, when the vision hit her, what she saw was not in the least what she’d expected.

      The feed stuttered, lines of static rippling across the monitor, obstructing the view for precious seconds. And when it settled back into clarity, Maya let out a shocked breath.

      The feed reflected what she’d been feeling, as though she’d been there but not there, as though she were in two places at the same time, and in neither place was she whole.

      On the television, Maya watched as her form shimmered and faded into a ghostly haze, a transparent image through which she could see the stunned expressions on Mirov’s and Joss’s faces.

      How had she not understood that the shock they’d revealed had more to do with Maya herself than the terrible vampiric demon they intended to kill? She recoiled, wanting to be as far from the truth on the screen as she could get.
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      The backs of her knees hit the soft cushion of the sofa and her legs quivered, deciding they would no longer hold her upright. Maya sank down onto the sofa, her limbs limp, her eyes wide as she glanced at her mom and then her dad who were both sitting silently and studying her.

      They’d said nothing the entire time Maya had been watching the replay of the feed, and now she could see they were both worried. Very worried.

      She cleared her throat then glanced at the screen for a brief second before shifting her gaze to stare back at her parents. “I’m not sure what that…. I mean, I don’t know how to explain….”

      Maya’s dad glanced at her mom and then focused on his daughter again. “Do you want to tell us what happened? From your point of view?”

      It wasn’t a suggestion even though he’d couched it in kindness, in gentle persuasion. No, there was a note in his voice, one that leaned far too close to hysteria, one Maya did not enjoy hearing. And one she had to question.

      Why was he so off balance?

      She rolled her shoulders, then huffed. “It’s true. I’m not sure how to explain what’s on the feeds. What did Mirov say?”

      Leela waved a hand, her expression weary. “He corroborates what the tape shows. He couldn’t explain it.”

      Maya nodded slowly, a low throb behind her eyes making itself known with the movement. “I heard a voice.”

      She hesitated then glanced over at the screen paused, currently paused to show the demon being flung away, a second before it had hit the far wall.

      Maya shuddered. “I thought the voice sounded familiar.”

      Dev tilted his head, his brow furrowed. “Familiar? As in you’d heard it before?”

      “No. I don’t think I’d heard it before. It just felt safe, I guess. At the time, I thought it was a voice from…the past.”

      “Could it have been the demon messing with your head and just wanting a good fight?” Leela asked gently.

      “I sure as hell hope not, because then I’m going to want to know how that creature’s voice sounded as though I knew it from somewhere.”

      Maya’s mom sighed and rubbed her thighs again. “I agree. The feeds didn’t appear to reveal that the demon knew what was going on inside your head.”

      So why was she so triumphant in the end? Maya asked herself silently.

      Then her dad said, “What did this voice say?”

      “He told me to use my inner power. That I have it for a reason.”

      “And you obeyed him?”

      Maya lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “I did. I didn’t have much time to think it over really. And the next moment, shit just got weirder.”

      She blinked, aware the profanity had left her mouth before she’d even realized it. But her parents appeared unaware, or perhaps they were overlooking it.

      Leela asked, “It got weirder?” Her face, which had crumpled with concern as she asked the question, shifted lightning-fast into a grin a little too close to hysteria.

      Had it not been for the giggle-chuckle her mother let out, Maya would have been really worried for her mom. Leela coughed and sobered her expression though her mouth twitched as she avoided her husband’s eye.

      Maya wriggled in her seat. “Yeah. Many levels of weird. But I think that strange messed-up feed must have something to do with what I saw next. Everything around me faded a little, and I saw a different scene, almost like it was overlaid onto the basement. Like a double exposure photo, I guess.”

      The silence between them was thick and tense, and Maya felt a sudden chill run down her spine. She reached for the pashmina shawl which had fallen on the white carpet and now resembled a puddle of freshly spilled blood.

      How fitting.

      Wrapping the shawl around herself, Maya said, “I saw things happening, almost in the same way that it was happening in the basement, but the location was different. A cave, or a stone building, and I was fighting another demon there too, wielding some power, although I can’t be so sure it was fire.”

      “Could you tell when this was?” Leela asked softly.

      Ignoring the question, Maya asked, “Why are you guys taking this so calmly?”

      Dev snorted. “It’s not as if you haven’t traveled in time before. Maybe this was the same sort of thing?”

      “No. It’s not time travel. It felt like I was in two places at once. Doing similar things, thinking similar thoughts, only the finer details were different.”

      “Finer details?”

      “Yeah, like smells, and the way I sensed the location around me, and I think I was barefoot, wearing something loose like a kurta.”

      A memory filtered through to Maya, of hair touching her cheek, long dark locks tossed aside as she swung around while battling the other demon.

      She swallowed and then said, “I had very long hair. That was odd.”

      Leela sat back and gave her husband an I-told-you-so glare. He in turn sighed in defeat and said, “Okay, okay. You were right.”

      Maya grunted. “What was Mom right about?”

      Dev rubbed his chin, his stubble making a crackling sound. “Your Mom was pretty certain you would one day begin to remember, and she was right, but I don’t think even she thought your memories would be…dual-dimensional.”

      Maya laughed softly, though she pulled the shawl tighter around her, fingers twisted within the fabric. “I couldn’t have found a better word for it.” She may have sounded amused and approving, but inside she was suddenly terrified.

      Dev got to his feet then and began to pace. “There’s something else.”

      Maya looked up, worried at the raw edge to his voice. “What’s wrong?”

      “There is going to be an inquiry into what happened. With both Mirov and Joss injured and you manifesting unknown powers, the board wants to be reassured that you’re not a danger in the field.”

      Fabulous. Just when Maya was beginning to think she’d done something good, people start pointing fingers at her. She shouldn’t be surprised though.

      This certainly was her kind of luck.

      Maya took a breath though her teeth were gritted. “Why bother with the inquiry when their eyes can tell them I didn’t endanger the team?”

      Even as she spoke, a voice inside her mind mocked her. Do you really think Joss would have been so badly injured if you’d been able to control your own powers?

      Heat simmered in Maya’s head and she shoved down her doubts. When she met her parents’ concerned gazes, neither of them appeared to believe she’d been at fault.

      Leela slid forward to the edge of the seat and peered at Maya. “Honey, you mustn’t take this personally. It’s standard protocol when agents are injured.”

      All Maya could do in response was give a short nod.

      “So, any thoughts on this voice you heard?” asked her dad again, rubbing this chin. The man needed a shave.

      Maya lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “I’m not at all sure. It was familiar, like I was supposed to know the voice. But nothing like I’d ever heard before.”

      “Nothing at all like the Mother?” asked her mom softly.

      “That’s the first person I suspected but I remember her voice from those initial visions. So, no. Unfortunately, not familiar as in Maya 1.0.”

      Leela rolled her eyes though she followed the movement with an amused chuckle. “Fine. But it would probably help if we could figure it out.”

      Pursing her lips, Maya retorted, “Unless you have a mindreading machine with sound-recording tech, that’s probably a dead end.”

      Leela’s eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth as though to challenge the reply. But then she relaxed against the sofa and exhaled slowly. “If it comes to that, then we’ll count it as a blessing.”

      Maya offered her mom a smile, now regretting her sharp tone. But everything seemed like it was going wrong, and suddenly all the pressure was on Maya to figure things out and offer resolutions and answers.

      She was about to get to her feet when the voice said, “Perhaps it’s time you ceased to doubt your own abilities and focus more on expanding on what the gods have given you?”

      Maya frowned and stiffened, glancing around the room. Finding nobody else other than her parents and the hellhound, she shook her head and turned to find her mom and dad both staring at her in shock.

      “Did you guys hear that?” Both nodded slowly. “Thank goodness. I wasn’t imagining it.”

      “Why would you think you had imagined it? I am pretty sure I was clear enough in the words I spoke.” The voice now sounded snippy and Maya’s eyebrows rose.

      She was both curious and annoyed, what with not being able to see the speaker. Scowling, she looked over at Sabala, who responded with a huff and a toss of his black head. His eyes though, remained inscrutable. All four of them.

      But Maya’s heart was racing as she studied the hellhound, piecing together each time the voice had spoken and confirming Sabala had been at her side every time.

      Was it really possible?

      Maya blinked, opened her mouth to speak then shook her head and clamped her lips shut. She looked over at her parents, her confusion clear in the question in her eyes.

      Then she sighed and looked back at the hellhound. “Sabala?”

      The creature dropped his head in a brief bow. “It did take you an awfully long time to understand. I was beginning to wonder if I would have to draw you a map,” he said, his tone a little put out as he met Maya’s shocked stare.

      All Maya was capable of saying was, “Shut the front door!”
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      Maya stared open-mouthed, first at her parents and then at the hellhound, her ears ringing. Had she imagined him speaking to her? No, she hadn’t. And yet she still felt as though this simply could not be possible.

      Sabala had never once given her any indication he was capable of speaking and yet the hellhound had been the one to guide her all along. How had she not realized it was him, especially when she’d only ever heard the voice when he’d been around? She should have put two and two together before this, so why had she been so dense?

      No point in asking. She knew why. Her mind had been way too occupied with Claudia.

      And then Maya stiffened. “Don’t tell me you can read my mind?” She could have sworn there were one or two times when the voice in her head aka Sabala had spoken specifically in relation to something she’d been thinking.

      The hellhound snuffed, tossing his head as though the very thought offended him. “Of course not. I’m merely sufficiently attuned to your mood and body language which enables me to assess what troubles you. There is, of course, no guarantee that I am always correct in my assumption.”

      Maya cleared her throat and sat back. “Good to know.” She glanced over at her parents, her eyes as wide as theirs.

      Both looked like they were completely unsure of how to handle this latest development in Maya’s crazy life. Then Leela looked over at Sabala. “Since you were there, would you be able to tell us anything we could have missed?” Leela stiffened as she realized the implication of her words, then turned to Maya quickly and said, “Not that I’m implying you’re holding out on us, honey. I just want to be sure since you were concentrating on the demon. Maybe you missed something happening behind you.”

      Maya raised her hand. “Makes sense, Mom. No need to explain.” Turning her attention to Sabala, Maya said, “Anything you recall will help. Especially now that I’m under investigation. Though, even if you can fill in any blanks, I’m not sure how you’ll work as a formal character witness.”

      Sabala lowered his head for a moment, as though thinking something over. “I understand the motivations of the board, though I must say they are quite unfounded. But then, the way the human mind works has little to do with truth and fact and more to do with emotions and political maneuverings.”

      Dev raised his eyebrows, his eyes filled with admiration at the hellhound’s deductions. Then he said, “You’re right there. Sadly, we cannot avoid the inquiry. The board is determined to ensure that Maya is not a danger to her fellow agents and of course to the general public. So every little bit will help her case.”

      Maya frowned. “Is it that bad? I actually need to put together a case in my defense?” she asked. Disappointment flooded her heart as she understood where she stood with the board of KALIMA. “How is this even happening? I thought you and Mom ran this whole show?”

      Dev shook his head, but his wife answered instead. “There’s something we haven’t told you, Maya. After it was revealed that I am an avatar of Bhumi, the other majority contributors to the agency felt that I was compromised. I’m afraid I’ve been voted off the board. I may have some hope of returning but only if there are no future catastrophes related to myself or any family member, past and present.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Maya said, fury filling her head with heat. “Where do they get off saying crap like that? You helped save the world. Are they blind?”

      Leela sighed and looked over at Dev, her expression almost helpless. “No. They’ve acknowledged my hand in putting everything to rights, but they felt that it was a conflict of interest for me to be a majority shareholder.”

      “Seriously? That makes no sense. If that was the case, they would have kicked both of you off ages ago simply for being my parents.”

      “I must agree with Maya,” said Sabala. “This decision does not make sense.”

      Maya studied her dad’s face, aware he’d been very quiet during the conversation. “Dad? Is there something else you’re not telling me?”

      Dev shifted in his seat then leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. He linked his fingers before him and sighed. “I’ve been wondering myself if there is a play for control in progress that I haven’t picked up on. Maybe the move to oust your mom was strategic rather than based on legitimate concerns.”

      “Still, how does that impact on me? What would they hope to gain from bringing my powers into question?”

      Leela smiled sadly. “This entire organization was created by you, Maya. By you as Mother Radha. The agency began more than forty years ago and when your dad and I joined, it had grown to become an international organization, but only because agents relocated to hotspots around the world. Now that we’ve expanded and have solidly based branches in many major cities, it appears the power base of KALIMA has become attractive to many organizations. We have working relationships with Interpol, MI6, Mossad, to name a few, but only lines of communication pertaining to the supernatural. Which you’ll be well aware are usually off the books departments, no matter how powerful any organization is.”

      Dev nodded. “Since you have come into your powers, many of the original agents who are still alive feel their binding promises no longer hold.”

      “Binding promises?”

      “All the original agents were sworn to serve the Mother until she is born again into this world,” Leela replied, “Before she died, Radha knew the only way to protect her young self in her new life was to have the entire agency sworn to her protection. But she didn’t foresee the years lived with envy and jaded beliefs.”

      Dev nodded and patted Leela’s knee. “What’s happened over time is a new element has brought the idea of reincarnation into question. A group of agents have challenged the legitimacy of your identity as the Mother reborn and have suggested the improbability, if not impossibility, of the rebirth of a soul.”

      Maya raised an eyebrow. “And yet demons and gods and girls with Kali’s fire power are okay to accept?”

      Dev smiled, though the expression was strained. “Don’t worry, they’ve brought much of what we do into question. I’m not sure if a blanket challenge was intended or if they’ve allowed the idea to permeate unchecked out of laziness. Either way, everyone has a question-mark hanging above their heads. Everyone within the organization, and outside of it.”

      Maya sat back, the breath knocked out of her. She had so many questions she wanted to ask, so many challenges to the board’s claims, but there were too many to choose from. And in the end, she kept her mouth shut.

      Mostly because there was a very real chance that she would burst into tears at the unfairness of the whole thing. How could they question who she was, or where her power came from?

      Then she stiffened. “So, if they don’t believe my power comes from the goddess Kali, then what are they claiming is the source of my fire?” The silence throbbed in the room as Maya predicted the words before they left her dad’s lips.

      The board was claiming Maya’s power was evil.
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      Maya’s ears were already ringing as her father’s words echoed her thoughts. “They are claiming the power was given to you by an element of evil, from the devil or from whatever demonic element exists within the Hindu paradigm.”

      Maya scowled. “Who are these idiots?”

      Dev shrugged. “It’s not as if they’ve chosen to say these things to my face. But it’s pretty clear that something is rotten in the state of Denmark.”

      Maya nodded just as Sabala asked, “I fear I do not understand what Denmark has to do with the KALIMA Agency situation. And is Denmark not a country on its own as opposed to being a state?”

      Maya just stared at the hellhound. She didn’t have the heart to laugh at the incongruity of Sabala’s question, nor did she have the energy to explain other than to say, “It’s just a saying.”

      Sabala must have been true to his word when he’d explained that he was able to guess her frame of mind because he didn’t push for a better explanation. Instead, he got to his feet and trotted over to her side, settling down beside her knee as though his warmth was sufficient to make her feel better.

      But he only made her more uncomfortable.

      Was it proper to pet his head considering he wasn’t truly an animal? She knew she’d be offended if someone tried to pat her on the head, so now she hesitated when previously she would have rested her palm on his neck to absorb his warmth—which would have given her the comfort she needed.

      Maya felt betrayed, though it was harder to define since she barely knew anyone on the board. They were her parents’ staff and coworkers, people she hadn’t even been in contact with since she’d become more active at HQ. Other than Claudia, Maya knew barely anyone on the board on a personal level.

      Then she felt the blood drain from her face.

      “Is that why you guys have been so odd with Claudia? Is she part of this whole shit-show?” Maya asked, her tone tight as she spoke, barely concerned with what she said in front of her parents.

      Her mom’s shoulders bowed, and she twisted her fingers in her lap. Dev answered instead. “We don’t think so but we’re being careful. We don’t want her caught in the middle and having her loyalties brought into the spotlight.”

      “That’s a little complicated, isn’t it?” asked Maya softly. “The fact that she betrayed us should sit well with the board, shouldn’t it?”

      Leela’s eyes went dark. “We’ve said nothing to the board about it. The only people who know is this family, Joss and Nik. And of course, Claudia herself.”

      Maya nodded slowly, a ball of fear forming inside her. “I really, really hope she’s not mixed up with their agenda. It’s been hard enough trying to forgive her, I don’t think I’d be able to handle it if she ends up on their side.”

      Leela rubbed her forehead and exhaled slowly. “I knew that was what was bothering you. You really need to move past it, Maya. For your own good. Whatever owns you, only does so because you allow it.”

      Maya blinked at her mom, unsure what to say in the face of her logic. “It certainly looks to me like what she did was bothering you guys as well.” Then she let out a low groan. “Ugh. You guys were being weird because of the board’s shenanigans, not because of Claude.”

      Her parents both nodded and Maya sank back against the cushions, wrapping the pashmina closer around her. “Now what do we do? You still want me to go in front of the board to brief them on the mission?”

      “That’s unavoidable unless you disappear forever,” said Dev, his face expressionless.

      Leela smacked his knee and gave him a hard glare. “Don’t even joke about that. We cannot have all our lives jeopardized by reacting rashly.”

      Dev shrugged. “As Bhumi, the gods will offer you asylum. As Kali’s Hand, Maya will find refuge anywhere. And I guess as family, Joss and I will receive refugee status wherever you go. So it probably won’t be the end of the world, if it comes to that.”

      Maya couldn’t believe her ears. “This is crazy. Someone pinch me. I need to wake up.”

      Sabala shifted his head to stare straight at Maya. “I assure you Maya, you are entirely conscious at this point in time. And as much as I would love to fulfil your request, I’m afraid I’m not physically capable of pinching anyone.”

      Maya smiled at the hellhound who had raised a paw to show her the pads of his foot. Then she glanced over at her parents who were both grinning. “So? What are we going to do? What’s the plan?”

      “We go about our business as normal. Mom will continue doing her thing at Weapons Production and I’ll continue fulfilling my duties as per normal. You’ll receive a formal request to appear before the board for questioning. They’ll notify you of when, and we’ll tackle that issue when the time comes. For now, you go back to the house and keep Joss company. And get some rest.”

      “You mean I have a stay of execution for now?”

      Leela chuckled. “Until the issue with Joss is resolved, the board won’t make a move. But they’re well aware we need to figure this out fast. They’re not likely to table their plans for the foreseeable future either.”

      “What are you trying to say, Mom?” Maya asked softly.

      “If we don’t move fast to figure out what is wrong with Joss and get her back to healthy, the board may decide she’s nothing more than collateral damage. Agents are KIA all the time. And if she’s a stumbling block in their plan to take you—and us—down, don’t for one minute believe they wouldn’t take her out.”

      Maya’s heart raced so fast she was certain they could all hear it. Her mom’s words had struck her like an arrow, ripping open her safety barriers in one quick swipe.

      The woman was known for her skill with weapons, that much was true.
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      “Well, as much as this drama with the board is a kick in the gut, I may be able to see you and raise you with what I came here to tell you guys.”

      “Worse than the board drama?” asked Leela, her brow furrowing, disbelief in her eyes revealing how badly she was taking the board now gunning for her and her family.

      Maya nodded and wrapped the pashmina closer to her. This conversation was sucking up her energy big time. “It’s about Joss. And what’s really going on with her,” she said softly, glancing around, worried that perhaps the room wasn’t secure. “Any chance your office is bugged? I’m not sure I want this revealed too soon. Or at all.”

      Dev pursed his lips and waved a hand at Maya. “Don’t worry, I’ve had protection placed on both our offices, and on you girls’ quarters. I’m not about to allow the board access to private conversations, no matter how much I’m supposed to appear to trust them.”

      Maya exhaled slowly. “Okay, so Mom, you remember how I entered Kas’s mind and saw his thoughts?”

      Leela’s eyes widened. “You went inside her mind? I thought you said you wouldn’t want to do something like that to someone close. I remember you saying you wouldn’t do it to Nikhil or to dad.”

      There was an almost accusatory tone to her mom’s voice and Maya shrugged in response. “I know. But I have the life-or-death card and I’ll pull it as many times as I can if it means saving Joss. I’ll tell her as soon as she’s back with us, but I don’t think she’s going to mind. Besides, this was a little different to piggybacking on Kas’s thoughts without him knowing.”

      “Different how?”

      “Well, for one thing it looks like the human mind is super-complicated. It’s not as if you’re dropping into her mind and hearing her innermost thoughts. There must be some sort of natural barrier protecting our minds. I had to deliberately search for the memories of the basement in order to find what I was looking for.”

      “Maybe it’s a little different when a person is unconscious,” suggested Dev, his eyes now sparking with curiosity.

      Maya threw her hands in the air. “Do you guys want to know what’s wrong with her? Or do we need to go down to the lab to test my brainwaves again?”

      Dev’s eyes narrowed before he exchanged a dark look with his wife. Then he nodded at Maya, expression now hard.

      Maya mentally kicked herself. Stupid to have mentioned the testing now but it was too late to take it back unless she learned how to turn back time.

      “Perhaps the reversal of time is a lesson best left for another…time?” suggested Sabala, his tone amused though his face gave nothing away.

      Maya threw him a glare darker than the one her parents had just shared. Then she faced the couple and said, “Joss isn’t unconscious because of her concussion. When the demon knocked her out, and I followed up by throwing it into the wall and killing it with my fire, apparently I only killed its host.”

      Maya paused, her parents’ grey pallor enough to confirm their level of horror even though she hadn’t completed her revelation. She took another breath to attempt to steady her racing heart. “I probably shouldn’t have acted out of anger. Should have thought about the situation first. Maybe asked dad over the comms’ secure line what to do. But it was a knee-jerk reaction. But I’m not evading responsibility. I know what I did.”

      “Maya?” Leela said, her voice rough with a confluence of fear for what she suspected, and impatience, all reflected in her eyes.

      Maya cleared her throat. “I killed the demon’s body. So she found herself a new home. Inside Joss’s head.”

      “Dear Mother,” whispered Leela, but she didn’t sound surprised. Just horrified she’d seen in coming before her daughter had completed her explanation.

      Dev slid forward on his sofa. “Maya, as bad as this sounds, it’s not your fault what happened,” he said, raising a comforting hand, as though if he patted the air between them, Maya would somehow feel better about sticking a vampire demon into her best friend’s body.

      She shook her head. “I said I’m not going to hide from my responsibility. I should have worked with Andres—I mean Agent Mirov—to get the demon into his ghostbuster thingie. I was hasty and now Joss is likely to be possessed if we don’t move fast.”

      Leela let out an odd, confused gurgling sound. Then she shook her head. “Wait, I thought you said the demon already possessed Joss?”

      “No. It’s locked up inside Joss’s head and it’s super fracking pissed. But something is keeping it separated from Joss’s mind…like Joss is fighting it somehow. Or like there’s something protecting her mind.” Maya paused and pulled at the fringe of the shawl. She hesitated before voicing her thoughts. “I know we’ve both been learning the reiki techniques as well as meditation, but neither of us can draw magical wards around our minds, so whatever is holding the demon at bay, Joss is damn lucky.”

      Dev was nodding though Leela simply sat on the sofa as still as a statue. Maya swallowed a sob. Her mom looked like someone had just told her that her child was dying.

      Maya shook her head. “We can help her, can’t we?” she asked as she looked at her mom and dad, staring each of them in the eye, daring them to tell her no.

      Her dad opened his mouth to speak then closed it so hard Maya heard the snap of his teeth. Then he pointed at her lap, his tone gritty though soft, and said, “Take a few breaths and calm yourself Maya.”

      Maya blinked then glanced at her lap. She gasped in shock as she stared at the flames covering her thighs and hands, slowly burning away her jeans and the bits of pashmina close to the fire.

      She’d lost control.

      Though she wasn’t surprise, she cursed herself for losing focus. She sighed, then coughed as the smoke rising from the remains of her Levi’s filled her lungs. She waved away the haze and dusted off her lap, trying to ignore the fact that she may as well have used the ripped jeans her dad hated so much because these rips were more missing chunks of fabric rather than tears revealing a hint of skin.

      Maya flicked the pieces of scorched shawl off her fingers and shook her head. “I’m losing it.”

      “Understandable. Nobody is made strong enough to deal with stuff like this when it comes out of the blue, Maya. Don’t give yourself a hard time.” Leela got to her feet and walked over to one of the cabinets along the wall behind the sofas. She rummaged inside and found a lab coat which she handed to Maya on the way back to her spot beside her husband. “You can use this when you leave. Unless you want me to pop down to your dorm and fetch you something?”

      Maya shook her head. “No. The lab coat may be enough.” She paused and then stiffened her spine. “Anyway, do you guys have any ideas how to combat this demon? Get it out of Joss?”

      Dev rubbed his forehead. “I wish I could say yes, of course, we have just the thing for this sort of possession. But no. I’ve not encountered something as complicated as this.” He let out a ragged sigh, the sound hovering in the air around Maya, stabbing her with accusatory sparks of pain. Then her dad said, “Let me get this info to the medical team. They can do a few tests on Joss and monitor her brain activity which give us a head’s up on a change inside Joss’s mind.”

      Maya bit her lip. “Does something like this show in a blood test? Can we check to see if the demon is changing Joss’s body somehow?”

      Leela snapped her fingers. “Good thinking. If rakshasa possession results in the death of the host, then it’s likely this demon will follow the same pattern. A blood study would let us know if Joss’s body is attempting to fight back against the possession.”

      Maya studied her mom’s face. “Does demon possession actually show up in a person’s blood?”

      Leela nodded. “Our bodies are designed to try and reject anything alien. So the vampire demon will attempt to change Joss’s body in a way that’s best to accommodate it and its power. Antibodies in Joss’s blood should show us there is some activity. I wouldn’t be surprised if she develops a fever soon.”

      Maya stiffened. “She was a little warm to the touch when I accessed her mind. I should have told the nurse.”

      Dev grunted. “On second thoughts, maybe let’s keep this to ourselves.” Then he got to his feet. “Probably best you don’t alert the medical team to what’s happening with Joss. Your mom and I will do the bloods and the measurements. I’m not sure we want Joss subjected to their testings.”

      “Yeah. I wouldn’t be surprised if a couple of those docs decide it was for the betterment of paranormal medicine to allow the demon to possess Joss. Some of those doctors are pretty obsessive. And if they got wind of my mindreading power, that would be the end of me.”

      Dev frowned. “What do you mean, Maya?”

      Maya shrugged. “The tests they’ve been doing on me are way more than what you both think.”

      Leela’s eyes narrowed. “Explain yourself, young lady.” Although her mom’s voice was ripe with danger, Maya knew her fury wouldn’t be directed at her daughter.

      “The tests were measuring neural and physiological activity during the generation and use of my fire power,” Maya replied.

      “I thought the tests were to ensure Maya’s health was in top condition,” murmured Leela as she looked at her husband, eyes dark. “We suspected something was up when Maya mentioned the increased regularity, but you said it wasn’t nefarious by any means.”

      “That’s because I accepted the medical teams’ assurances. Which was before I knew more about what the board was up to.”

      Maya shuffled in her seat. “Well, I don’t want to go back to the test lab. Not until Dr. Phead sorts cranky old Harish out. She was meant to register a formal complaint against him.”

      “What kind of complaint?”

      “Assault.”

      “Assault? Harish attacked Pheadra?”

      Maya’s lips formed a thin line as she replied, “Nope. He assaulted me. Grabbed my arm when I refused to do the burst-into-flame exercise. He stopped me before I got to the door and held onto my arm. I thought Sabala was about to get a taste of man-meat but Dr. Phead intervened.”

      Leela’s face was pale as she pushed to her feet and paced. “I’d go down there right now and show him what I think of him assaulting my daughter. Or any patient for that matter.”

      Maya also got to her feet. “Well, Dr. Phead saved the day, so maybe she’s a good guy,” she offered, aware that Pheadra and her mom were friends. Another betrayal by a friend would be horribly unfair and she wanted to make her mom feel better. Which wouldn’t help if Phead was guilty after all.

      “It doesn’t matter what she did to protect you. We can’t assume loyalty from anyone within the agency.”

      Maya stared at her mother. “Even Claude?” Maya couldn’t have been more stunned at her mother’s reply.

      “Yes, even Claude.”
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      Maya successfully avoided bumping into any of the medical staff and made it all the way home safely, no questions, no tests, no lies. Her parents had asked her if she’d wanted to wait for them to get their stuff together, but she’d refused saying a mass Rao exodus could cause suspicion since they’d never come and gone together in the past.

      Still, bumping into Joss’s nurse in the patient’s room managed to cast a shadow on her mood as she realized they’d forgotten about the woman’s presence. How were Maya’s parents going to draw the bloods and set up the measurement leads without the nurse figuring out something was up and reporting it to Dr. Phead?

      Despite her concerns, Maya settled on the bed beside Joss, paperback in hand as though ready to read. To the nurse she said, “I’ll hang around here for a bit if you want to grab a nap or something to eat.”

      Nurse Lark smiled brightly though something in her eyes still remained expressionless. But the old woman got to her feet, then clapped her hands together lightly. “Very well, I shall go for a quick walk around the block and get some fresh air in. Be back in a jiffy.”

      As the nurse crossed the threshold, Maya called out, “Take you time. I’m not going anywhere.”

      All she got in reply was a brisk nod and then the sound of the woman’s heels tapping on the wood floor as she strode to the stairs. Maya couldn’t put her finger on why the nurse set her on edge.

      Maybe the whole paranoia with KALIMA was getting to Maya. And now as she glanced down at Joss, her book forgotten, she wished they’d be able to fix Joss as soon as possible. Before the agency figure out what was going on.

      A half hour later, Maya looked up from her book as her dad walked into the room, holding a small silver case by its handle. He set it on the floor beside the bed and flipped open the lid. He gave Maya a comforting nod, though she didn’t feel at all comforted.

      She and her dad both stiffened as the sound of footsteps drew close to Joss’s door. Dev closed the lid and slid the box under the bed just as the owner of the tapping heels entered the room.

      “Mom,” Maya gasped, patting her hand to her heart. “Thought it was the nurse.”

      Leela shook her head then leaned backward into the hall. “No. She’s not in the house but I’ll stay right here. If she does return, I’ll see her and warn you.”

      “How are you going to explain the new monitoring leads?” asked Maya as her dad untangled a network of chords preparing to place them on Joss’s body.

      “I’m going to piggyback on the leads already in place. They’ll never know someone else is receiving the data as well. Plus, I’ll place the necessary leads so they don’t have the nurse raising questions. She isn’t all that experienced with the leads which is why Pheadra has popped by to check on them. We should be safe as long as she doesn’t make an unscheduled visit.”

      Leela sniffed from the doorway. “Well, I’ll be downstairs ready to stop her. They can’t carry on as though they have the run of my house.”

      “I’ll sleep here with Joss. Maybe she won’t fiddle with anything while I’m here to see her being sneaky.” Maya offered the option though she wasn’t sure if it would work. The older woman was the strict matronly type and would hardly accept resistance from Maya, even knowing who and what Maya was.

      But her dad nodded. “It could be a deterrent. At this point we should take what we can get.”

      Maya sat upright as her dad attached the leads to Joss. “Maybe we should move her. Joss’s parents are out of town and only back in three weeks. We could move her to her own house and just say that her parents took her home to take care of her and want nothing to do with us.”

      “That could work, unless they verify the story for themselves or go to the house to check on her out of professional obligation. I think let’s consider hiding her as the last resort.”

      Maya’s hope deflated and she sank onto the pillow. “This all just keeps getting more and more convoluted.”

      “Why don’t you see if Nik can take her away? Maybe even to Miami?” suggested Leela, keeping her voice to a whisper.

      Maya nodded. She’d been avoiding the thought of reaching out to Nik, but couldn’t any longer. She cleared her throat. “I’m thinking I’ll ask for an audience with Lord Yama. Maybe he will have a way of saving Joss.”

      The room fell silent, tension thickening in the air. Then Dev snapped the lid of his case shut and got to his feet. “I don’t particularly like the idea since there is usually a price to pay. As you well know. But we can’t afford to be complacent here. If we aren’t able to figure this out ourselves it’s probably best we have a fallback.”

      Maya’s eyebrows rose. She hadn’t expected him to agree, especially since she’d felt his disapproval of the idea. But she remained silent as her dad approached the door and swapped places with his wife.

      Leela went to Joss’s side and proceeded to take a handful of vials of blood for running the tests. She worked quickly and was done in moments, tucking the blood samples into her pockets as she got to her feet. “I’ll have to go see a friend at the university to borrow his testing lab. I can’t risk doing these tests at the labs at HQ.”

      Maya nodded and would have voiced her agreement if the nurse hadn’t approached the door to pop her head inside. Dev’s startled expression confirmed he hadn’t heard her coming down the hall. More reason to suspect the woman was hiding her true purpose for remaining here with Joss.

      “Well, isn’t this lovely. A family reunion?” she asked, voice and face bright, though her suspicious eyes gave her away.

      “Yes. I was worried about her. Wanted to see her myself,” Leela replied settling beside Joss, eyes on the unconscious girl’s face. Maya watched as her mom focused on Joss, not even looking over her shoulder at the nurse to ask if it was okay to bother the patient. Then Leela said, “I’ll stay with her tonight, Nurse Lark. You can take the night off.”

      The old woman’s smile tightened though now her face looked more like a macabre mask than the kindly grandma act she’d put on all this while. “Of course, I can’t, Director Rao. Dr. Phaedra has charged me with the responsibility of looking after our little patient here. I simply cannot ignore my duties.”

      Maya noted the significant mention of her mom’s previous title.

      “I hardly think Phaedra is such a hard taskmaster as to expect you to work twenty-four-seven. Surely you have a day off depending on the hours you work. Otherwise we’d be contravening a good few laws, I would think.” Leela’s reply was sweet and teasing and sounded completely innocent. Maya was impressed.

      The nurse hesitated, moving her weight from one foot to the other. “Perhaps I ought to check with Dr. Pheadra first before I—”

      Dev lifted a hand. “I’m positive that going home won’t get you in trouble. And if you do have a problem then just come to my office or call my mobile. I’ll deal with Phaedra myself.”

      His tone held a subtle reminder of who was running the show, and even though the old woman’s eyes hardened to granite, she knew when she’d reached a stone wall.

      And then she was grinning cheerful fully, clapping her hands softly again as she looked from face to face. “Alrighty then. I’ll just get some food on for our patient and then I’ll be on my way.”

      Leela got to her feet then and approach the nurse. “Of course, you’ll do no such thing. I’m making Joss’s favorite tonight and we’ll have family night. You need a break Nurse Lark. You’ve definitely been working too hard. I can handle dinner for the patient for one night, I’m sure.”

      Maya couldn’t see her mom’s face, but she knew the bright smile, the twinkling eyes, the look of genuine understanding that was probably boosted a little by the power of the earth goddess Bhumi.

      The nurse hesitated but relented, clearly understanding she’d lost every battle. Would she be suspicious now that the Rao’s wanted her to leave? Or would she be convinced with Leela’s story?

      Maya wasn’t able to tell. The old woman straightened and gave a pleasant nod. “Very well, if you are sure you’ll be okay, I’ll toddle off home. At least I have time now to catch up on my soapies,” she said, fake glee not fooling Maya in the least.

      Then the old woman was gone, her heels tapping away as she approached the stairs and descended to the first floor.

      Maya lifted an eyebrow at her dad who was still standing beside the door, scowling darkly. “How did you not hear the pitter-patter of her little old feet?” Maya asked on a whisper.

      Leela choked on her laughter, though Dev still looked annoyed as he replied, “I don’t trust her.” He turned to Maya. “We should be able to get some good data tonight and be done by the time she returns in the morning. Hopefully, you can get Nik to take Joss to a safer place until we figure this out.”

      “And how are we going to explain this? Her parents would freak out if a bunch of strangers contacted them about their comatose kid. We haven’t even told them yet, have we?”

      Leela shook her head. “We haven’t been able to contact them to give them the news. I’ll keep trying though. Maybe telling them would be the best thing to keep Joss safe.”

      “I don’t think so. What if they whisk Joss away to some secret place and we can’t get to her to take the demon out?”

      Dev sighed. “That’s more probable than possible. They’re already a little suspicious of the time Joss spends with us. We don’t want them to have a reason for taking her away. So, Maya. You get a hold of Nik, Mom will go off and test that blood, and I’ll do some research.”

      Maya nodded and her parents left her alone with the sounds of the machines keeping her company. She glanced over at Joss, blinking away the rush of hot tears. There were so many unpredictable variables now, so many threats to both Joss’s life and Maya’s.

      Not to mention her parents’ dramas with the board slowly pushing them out and likely ready to perform a hostile takeover. Maya glanced over at Sabala. “Hey pooch. Want to help a girl out and get a message to a certain demigod?”

      The hellhound lowered his head. “I shall find Lord Nikhil for you. Please remain safe until I return. I will not be long.”

      Then the hellhound faded away, disappearing into thin air as he returned to Patala in search of Nik. And did he just refer to Nik as Lord Nikhil? That was most weird.

      Maya sighed, finding her shoulders tense and band of pressure tightening around her head. She didn’t have time for a headache, but she had been running herself ragged. She’d recovered well enough but the trip to HQ and back had taxed her.

      The revelations and worries were taxing her even more.

      She stared at the open door. Would the nurse be cheeky and return during the night despite the Raos sending her away and pulling rank? And even if she did stay away, her behavior had only added to Maya’s suspicions.

      Neither Maya nor her parents were in the least bit relaxed, even after the nurse’s departure. And they probably won’t be. Not until Joss was declared safe from the demon living in her head.
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      With Joss still asleep and with Leela keeping her company for the night, Maya was pacing the floor of her room. She’d given in to her paranoia for a brief moment when she went to her window and peered out into the street, scanning it up and down for….

      For what, she wasn’t sure. Had she expected to spot strange people lurking outside, watching the house? She couldn’t put her finger on what had been bugging her, but one thing was certain, it had everything to do with KALIMA, from the board to the docs and their tests, to the nurse they’d sent packing.

      Maya wouldn’t have been surprised to find the old woman herself standing in the shadows across the street from the house. A bit drastic but one never knew, especially with the company capable of ousting the people who had built it from the ground up.

      So, because she’d wanted to avoid working herself into a frenzy of suspicion, Maya decided instead to work herself up into a frenzy of fire. Pulling on gym shorts and a workout crop top, Maya left her room, peeped in on Joss and her mom who were sleeping, and reading respectively, then wandered down to check on her dad. She still worried about him, as he wasn’t yet one hundred percent back to his old self.

      The study door was open and she poked her head inside, spotting his head lit by a pool of light from his desk lamp. He was staring down at the screen of his laptop, his forehead crumpled with concentration. And she decided to leave him be.

      She went down into the basement to the training room her dad had set up for her. The walls were now covered in a heat resistance plastic similar to silicone which, weathered Maya’s fireballs way better than the fire-proof paint he’d first installed for her, or the metal plating he’d replace it with.

      Tying her hair up on the top of her head with an elastic band, Maya did her warmups, a series of part-yoga, part-kung-fu moves that primed her muscles and ligaments for the intense strain Maya would put them through.

      Soon, she was moving smoothly across the mats, sending dozens of spinning balls of fire at the far wall, aiming at the irregular line of target dots painted on the plastic.

      She transitioned from fireballs, to arrows of flame, her movements liquid, a fighting dancer shooting flames from her hands. Soon she was ready to kick it up a notch. She’d considered using swords and other pointy blades, but had settled for increasing the power of her fire weapons instead.

      Reaching deep within her solar plexus, Maya drew as much energy as she was able to control and shoved it into her fireballs, sending half a dozen at the wall in short bursts.

      And found herself staring at the wall in shock.

      The supposedly fireproof plastic was slowly sliding down the wall and dripping onto the carpet in gloopy mounds, glowing and steaming like lava hitting water. And stinking to high heaven of burnt rubber.

      Oh, fudgebuckets.

      Sweat coated her skin and she swiped her hand across her forehead. A sound on the stairs had her spinning on her heel, hands so ready to incinerate her uninvited visitor that fire streamed from her palms unchecked.

      Nik.

      Maya stared at Nik, the sight of him almost destroying the strong barriers she’d been building to withstand her struggles regarding Claudia and now her fears for Joss.

      She swallowed her tears, a part of her wanting to run to him, to seek some form of comfort in the warmth of his arms, but another sliver of her simmered with resentment.

      He didn’t deserve that, but Maya couldn’t help it. She felt those complicated emotions even as her heart thudded with every step he took towards her.

      Nikhil, son of Yama, Lord of the Underworld, Deliverer of Justice. Nikhil, also the guy who gave Maya the kind of looks that made her want to melt, to swoon like all those ridiculous boy-crazy girls she’d known in school.

      She watched him now as he strode forward, honey-golden skin, dark hair that hung well below his ears, curls that would be the envy of every girl who set eyes on him, flickering obsidian eyes that tended to shimmer with a deep coppery fire when he was angry or frustrated.

      Maya lowered her hands, allowing the fire in her palms to retreat as he crossed the floor. Nik was tall and broad shouldered, his biceps corded and hard with muscle. He wore a pair of blue Levi’s and a thin sweater that hugged his torso and enhanced the ripples of his six-pack. He was a demigod, half-man, half-god, and despite the immortal blood that ran thick and fast within his veins, he still faced the trials of his mortal lineage.

      And it never failed to make her shake her head in wonder that this god among men—literally—was as interested in her as she was in him. Not that the whole relationship with a guy who lived and worked in hell was ever going to be easy, but she gave herself the chance to revel in it whenever her mind would allow her to.

      He slowed a few feet from her, extended a hand to her, fingers outstretched. And Maya reached out, placing her palm in his, absorbing the rush of heat that singed her skin and sank deep into her bones. This was not hunger or lust, though. Far from it.

      This was fire. Literally.

      Because Nik was the only other being, other than Kali herself of course, who would wrangle her fire. She was growing stronger though, and one day she may be a danger to him. Soon, but not yet.

      So she’d enjoy it for however long he was able to temper her power and keep her from killing him, or herself. But those morose thoughts fled now, and Nik wrapped her up in a hug that was filled with warmth and sparked with heat as their fire magic brushed up against each other.

      A kiss, sweet and far too brief for Maya’s liking, and then she was craning her head to stare up into his eyes, enjoying the smile he gave her, the curve of his lips filled with amusement and tender remonstration.

      “You really should try not to melt everything around you. Some people would say that’s bad manners.”

      Maya made a face at him, then said, “Sabala got a hold of you fast.” She stalked over to the shelves and grabbed a towel, drying herself off quickly though she suspected the scent of burnt plastic had soaked pretty deep into her skin by now.

      “Yep. He made it sound urgent though he refused to give me details. He’s getting a little stroppy these days.”

      “You can say that again,” Maya said, turning on Nik, eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you tell me the pooch can speak?”

      Nik’s response was merely to open and then close his mouth, then shrug as he tried to look innocent.

      Maya gave him a disgusted glare before walking across the room. Over her shoulder, she said, “I never knew what you meant when you spoke as though he’d literally said words to you that you could understand. Not until recently. He certainly knows how to keep a girl on her toes. He had me about ready to check myself into a psychiatric ward.”

      They’d reached the first floor by the time Maya took a breath and she was all too aware that she was babbling. And that Nik was strangely quiet.

      She paused to look at him. “You okay? I promise this is important or I wouldn’t have asked you to come so quickly.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not about you calling me. There’s just a bunch of stuff going on. Underworld politics, if you want to pigeonhole the issue.”

      Maya sighed and pursed her lips. “There’s a lot of politics going around,” she said, hurrying up the stairs to Joss’s room. “Hopefully it’s a short season and we return to regular programming ASAP.”

      Nik was chuckling behind Maya as she paused, hand on Joss’s room door handle. She looked over her shoulder at Nik. “Gimme a sec. I just want to make sure we don’t scare the wits out of Mom by barging in on her.”

      Maya opened the door quietly, and her mom looked up from the armchair beside the window where she’d been working on her laptop in the darkened room, her monitor the only source of light.

      Leela got to her feet the moment she spotted Nik behind Maya. Closing her laptop, she tiptoed over to the door. “I’ll leave you two for a bit. I’ll see if your dad wants anything to eat or drink. You two want something?”

      When both shook their heads, Leela nodded and hurried off to the stairs, her bare feet making no sound. Maya waved Nik inside and closed the door behind her. “Not sure why Mom is whispering,” she said as she waved a hand at Joss’s unmoving form. “Joss isn’t about to wake up any time soon.”

      “What?” Nik asked, then cleared his throat, eyes wide, filled with confusion. “Is something wrong with Joss?”

      Maya bit her lip, then folded her arms as she said, “There was an incident on one of our training missions. The suspected summoning of a demon turned out to be the real thing and one thing led to another and Joss ended up with a vamp demon living inside her head.”

      “She what?”

      “Do you need to sit down?” asked Maya, worried now to see how badly Nik had been affected by Joss’s condition. He had been fond of her BFF and for some reason it hurt her more to see him in pain.

      “No. I’m fine. I’m…this just threw me for a loop. Just go over that one more time, please? A vamp demon?”

      Maya shrugged. “I’m not sure what they are called but these kids summoned one of them and she seemed to thrive on their blood, hence the vamp label. Also, she’s definite a humanoid demon. Not one of those formless things looking for a home.”

      Nodding slowly, Nik went over to Joss’s side then touched his palm to her cheek. Then he touched her temples and frowned for a few seconds before straightening. When Nik looked up as Maya came to his side, his face did not make her feel any better. In fact, the fear she saw in his eyes was almost enough for her to burst into tears.

      She saw fear and hopelessness, neither emotion she wanted to see in the person who was supposed to deliver Joss from the evil inside her.

      Taking a shaking breath, Maya said, “Please tell me there is something we can do.”

      Nik’s swallowed hard. “To be honest I’m not certain there is anything you or I can do. The vamp-demon is a Mahavitala, the most powerful of the vitala race. And this possession, it’s nothing that I’ve encountered before.”

      Terror filled Maya’s lungs, making her feel a little lightheaded. “There must be something we can do,” she said, her voice pleading with him. When he didn’t reply, she sucked in a harsh breath. “What about your father?”

      Nik turned to look at Maya, pursing his lips. “He would be likely to help. But I suspect most of the more powerful gods would know what to do. Have you spoken to Kali yet?”

      “No. I wasn’t sure I could ask her for help on this.”

      “Why not? You are her Hand, Maya. If anything, she would want to help you.”

      Maya shrugged. “I’d rather use Kali as the last resort.”

      Nik’s eyes narrowed and he paused for a few seconds to study her face, as if he’d be able to detect her reasoning. Then he relaxed and held her close. “Okay. I’ll go and speak to him. He should be able to see you soon, so try not to worry.” His warmth lent her some comfort and she curled into it, almost enveloping herself in his energy.

      Maya nodded, though she heard the uncertainty in his voice, heard the words he hadn’t uttered.

      Not yet.
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      After going through her go-bag and taking stock of weapons and supplies, Maya set it back in its spot inside her closet, ready for grabbing if the need arose. Then she went in to check on Joss—despite knowing Sabala was keeping watch and that he’d call if anything happens, she felt the need to reassure herself.

      This late in the evening, she fell into an automatic urge to tiptoe before reminding herself there was little point. She shuddered now as she stared at Joss’s sleeping face. The memory of the demon’s presence filled Maya’s mind. She hadn’t told her parents the worst of what had happened, and she had no intention to either.

      Bad things were always going to happen, and she suspected she’d soon have to start trimming down the amount of detail she provided to her mom and dad. If that was even possible of course, considering she’d never been all that good at keeping stuff from them, her feelings included.

      Maya turned as the door opened slowly, her lips parting to stop the intruder in their tracks, expecting to snap at the nurse who she was sure would ignore the instructions she’d been given. But no words left Maya’s mouth as the girl slipped inside the room and shut the door behind her.

      Her eyes held Maya in silence as she leaned against the door, a message perhaps that neither of them were about to leave until they got their unfinished business over and done with.

      Maya shook her head slowly and stared at Ria Gupta, her other bestie, the third part of their little trio of friends. They’d shared a friendship that had stood the test of time, but which had been recently strained by both domestic abuse and betrayal.

      And Ria was supposed to be in the Kali Refuge, deep in the jungle of the Varandha Pass, south of Mumbai. She was supposed to be as far from the action as possible, so what the hell was she doing here in Joss’s room? But Maya didn’t challenge her, or question her presence, because Ria’s eyes were swollen, probably looking very much like Maya’s own. And she loved Joss just as much as Maya did.

      Still, neither girl said a word and the only sound in the room was that of the machines beeping and air-conditioner humming. And even Sabala had fallen silent, as though he’d glamored himself from Ria to avoid distracting her.

      Maya’s muscles tensed. She wanted to go to Ria, to hug her or to both give and take comfort. But neither of the girls moved. Had it been so long that she couldn’t read Ria anymore? Or was it just that she didn’t want to finally break down and bawl her eyes out?

      Or maybe she was terrified that Ria would blame Maya for their friend’s condition. Not that Maya didn’t take responsibility for Joss’s predicament, but it was a different thing when your friend threw the accusation at you. And Ria had always been known to speak her mind. She’d been the peacekeeper, but she’d also been a straight-shooter.

      She looked different now, her body encased in leather pants and singlet, and draped in a swathe of fabric that was then tucked into her waistband at her hip. Her honey-brown eyes were watchful but no longer timid, dark waist-length hair tied, not in her usual nape-of-the-neck twist, but instead cut to her shoulders and framing her elfin face.

      And then Ria took a breath, as though she too had used those moments to assess the situation, to try to read Maya and figure out her next move. A ripple of guilt filtered through Maya as she realized that Ria would have been as just nervous as she was.

      Then Ria sighed and stepped away from the door, crossed the white tiles slowly as though she approached a feral animal and she was poised to flee the moment Maya threatened her.

      What strange thoughts you have locked up in that head of yours, murmured Sabala.

      Maya relaxed now as she sensed the energy that emanated from Ria’s aura, the concern, the fear, the frustration and anger, but none aimed at Maya herself. Not yet, anyway.

      Ria came to a stop at the foot of Joss’s bed, eyes tracking the inert body of their friend now covered in a multicolored Kim Possible blanket that Maya’s mom had found in the wash. Ria’s lips curved into a smile and her eyes shimmered, the tears making Maya’s own eyes burn.

      “So help me god, if you so much as shed one tear I can’t be held responsible if I turn you into burnt Ria-bacon,” Maya muttered, blinking hard as the words came out on a voice thick with tears.

      Harsh words, don’t you think? asked the hellhound softly.

      Ria only snorted, let out a half-sob and then said, “Sorry,” as tears snaked their way down her cheeks.

      “Bloody hell, Ria,” Maya grumbled as her own tears fell, she sniffed and stepped toward her friend and then the two girls were hugging each other for dear life.

      You humans are complicated. Strange and complicated, Sabala muttered. But Maya didn’t pay him any attention. Poor hellhound had so much to learn.

      Long moments passed before the girls drew apart. Their arms remained curled around each other’s waists though, free hands working at discreetly drying their eyes as they faced the bed and their unconscious friend.

      “I came as soon as I heard. Your mom gave me the spare room,” Ria whispered. “What happened?”

      Maya took a breath and then gave Ria the rundown of the practice mission that was not at all a training run, the demon who wouldn’t just die, and the time-glitch anomaly thing that had a bunch of exec-types all up in arms with their collective panties in a bunch.

      Ria rolled her eyes at the crudity of the reference—so nothing had changed with their prim and proper pal—though strangely she didn’t follow with a verbal admonition. Instead, she just gave Maya a squeeze and said, “So? What now? How do we fix her?”

      Maya let out a deep breath. “I’m not so sure you’re going like it.”

      Ria lifted one eyebrow and stared at Maya in silence. Waiting.

      Exhaling slowly, Maya said, “I’ve asked Nik to help me get a meeting with his father. Maybe Yama can help us.”

      Ria stared at Maya for a long moment. “I’m confused. So you have a goddess, a very powerful one I might add, who is your benefactor. Why are you not going to Kali first instead of asking for help from your boyfriend’s father?”

      Maya avoided Ria’s eyes. “I’m not sure what I would do if Kali says she can’t help me. What if she says no and I start to resent her?”

      “Maya, that’s not going to happen.”

      “But what if it does?” Maya whispered so softly she was beginning to wonder if Ria had even heard her.

      “Seriously, Maya! I’m not sure what’s going on in that head of yours. You don’t seem to be thinking clearly. I’m beginning to wonder if I need to send you to therapy. Maybe a shrink can get you to see clearly.” Ria glared at Maya, lips forming a thin line, hands planted on her hips.

      Maya sucked in a quick breath. “Now who’s got their panties in a bunch?” she asked, trying hard to keep the smile on her face. Ria’s challenge had hit her like a punch to the gut.

      Ria simply snorted in response, then said, “Glad to see you’re still the smart aleck I know and love. Now, we need to get on with this because when this girl,” Ria pointed her thumb at Joss, “comes to, she’s going to give you hell.”

      “Me?” asked Maya affronted, brow furrowing.

      Ria met her eyes, expression serious. “She’s been lying here all this time and you did absolutely nothing with her hair? Or her face. She’s going to kill you, you know that?” Ria was grinning, eyes sparkling in a brief moment of amusement.

      Maya, though, felt the words like a punch to her gut. “Hair and make-up would be the last things on her mind when she finds out that she’s lying there because of me.”

      Ria released her hold on Maya’s waist and turned to face her, eyes now flickering with anger. “Not everything is your fault, Maya. Things happen in the field that nobody can predict. And from what I was told, the sequence of events played out as it would have, no matter who had been there that night. You need to ease up on yourself a bit.”

      Maya stared at her friend, disbelief and frustration heating her cheeks. “It’s easy for you to say that. You weren’t there. I was reckless, thinking only of killing the demon. I didn’t even think it was possible that she’d try to take Joss. And that’s what a good agent would have done, Ria. A skilled agent would have considered all options, all outcomes. And I didn’t. I just acted on instinct and look what I ended up doing?” Maya flung her hand out toward Joss who hadn’t moved so much as an eyelash as her two BFF’s had cried and talked.

      And then argued.

      Ria snorted and shook her head before throwing Maya a look of disgust. “Self-pity doesn’t look good on you, Maya. I suggest you get over yourself and do it fast. I didn’t fly half way around the world to deal with this woe-is-me nonsense. So please, deal with whatever this is, while I get cleaned up. While I’m gone, can you find that badass, fire-wielding BFF of mine and tell her we need to get moving if we have a hope in hell of saving Kim Possible over there.” And with that, Ria turned on her heel, stalked over to the door and left the room.

      “I think you mean ‘A hope in Patala,’ “Maya called out as her friend disappeared into the hall.

      “Smartass!” was Ria’s only response.

      “Who was that and what has she done with Ria?” asked Sabala, the hellhound’s four eyes staring at the closed door with the same look of disbelief Maya knew was on her own face. “I am very confused.”

      You and me both, pooch. You and me both.
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      Maya returned to her bedroom and sank onto the armchair in front of the window, her mind focused on the next in her list of tasks. She had to admit she wasn’t at all patient as she was forced to wait for Nik’s return.

      The silence enveloped her as she spent a long moment thinking, about the board and the doctors, about Joss’s health and Ria’s return. And about Nik.

      And then even as she conjured his image in her vision, the real thing materialized before her.

      Maya got to her feet, smiling at him, pleased to see him again, and glad her wait was over. He grinned back, though she was suddenly certain something was wrong. Nik’s eyes gave her enough of an idea of how he was feeling and even before he spoke she suspected he had bad news.

      “I’m sorry, Maya. My father is unavailable. There’s something going on, and it must be big since a good few gods are in a meeting and unavailable to their staff. Nobody knows what’s happening but there’s enough gossip to keep everyone busy.”

      Maya sighed. “Thanks for trying. Maybe this is fate and I should have spoken to Kali in the first place.”

      “Maybe, but even she may be in this meeting so don’t be surprised if you have to wait for her to respond.”

      Maya wanted to say that she may as well wait to hear from Yama because if Kali was also in the same meeting then she’d be waiting on the goddess anyway. Then she accepted how silly she was being and pushed away all thoughts of Kali’s rejection.

      Joss was in trouble. A demon was hanging out inside her mind and Joss was caught in a constant struggle to stay alive. Maya had saved the kids, many of whom were currently in a local hospital and were likely to fully recover. She had believed she’d also ensured the demon wouldn’t enter the human world, but in reality, she’d done much worse and gotten Joss in trouble in the process.

      Which was likely the reason she was afraid to ask Kali for help. The goddess could possibly blame Maya for Joss’s predicament. And if Kali believed it, then Maya would have to come to terms with the truth—she could possibly be instrumental in killing her friend.

      Now she forced a smile. She didn’t want to make Nik feel as though she didn’t appreciate what he’d tried to do for her. Then he came to her and held her in his arms, squeezing tight before he inhaled, as though about to speak.

      Maya cut him off, and said, “Don’t tell me. You’re needed back?”

      Nik smiled gently. “I’ll try to come back as soon as possible. In case you need me.” Nik kissed Maya softly then leaned back to study her face. He cupped her cheek with his hand and then vanished from Maya’s room leaving her alone again with her thoughts and her guilt and her doubts.

      The image of Joss’s pale skin, her gaunt features, hovered in Maya’s mind. She had to do something to save Joss, and right now she was prepared to do anything.

      Maya went to her closet and retrieved her go-bag which also held Chayya’s pot and Kali’s kapala. She walked over to the rug in front of her bed, sank to her knees and retrieved the skull-shaped kapala. Holding it in her palm, she tested its weight, recalling how she’d initially believed it to be a real human skull.

      She’d kept camphor, frankincense and a box of matches inside the bowl, and now she lifted the items out and laid them in a line on the rug. From inside the matchbox, Maya retrieved a silver pin, then readied herself, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the faux skull.

      She stabbed her finger with the needle and pressed the skin for the blood to well to the surface of the tiny wound. As soon as she was satisfied with the amount of blood on her finger, she rubbed it on the base of the skull. Then she placed the camphor and the frankincense inside the bowl and lit it with a flame she pulled from within her.

      She smiled at the memory of her first attempt at using the kapala. She’d reached for the matches and Kali had scolded her for not using her own abilities instead.

      Now, the camphor caught alight with a soft whoosh, and soon smoke rose from the skull and wafted up to the ceiling, the fragrant woodsy door odor of ancient bark and resin, scents which had always made Maya feel calm and comforted.

      She remembered using the kapala the first time to call the goddess to her and was still somewhat surprised that she needed no fanfare, no song and dance, no chanting. Only a simple request made from the heart.

      How complicated do people make the process of belief and of communing with the gods, with all the prayers and sacrifices and rules, when none are truly required? Perhaps that would explain why so many people never find in religion what they are searching for—because they are lost inside a rule book containing instructions that are convoluted, confusing and sometimes misleading.

      Maya took a breath and moved to lie on the bed, impatient now. How long it would take for the goddess to come to her? Ria had said she’d be back soon and Maya wanted to have a better plan arranged.

      Ria’s disappearance had set the Gupta’s world on its head. Unsurprisingly, Mr. Gupta had accused Maya and her parents of aiding in Ria’s escape from her obligations both to her husband and her father. He’d turned up on their doorstep, hammering on their front door, demanding to know where his daughter was. The Raos had maintained ignorance and Gupta had eventually grown tired of questioning, though there were times when he’d drive by and glare at the house as though evil lived within the walls.

      How ironic since he was near enough to evil himself. It must be something about human nature that people often see in others what they themselves are guilty of.

      And often they go to their graves still believing themselves innocent.
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      Maya snuggled closer to the pillow, weariness drawing her into deep sleep. She’d have sworn she’d barely closed her eyes but when she blinked again, a pale blue glow snuck past the edges of the drapes and narrow shards of sunshine lit a network of paths across the wood floor.

      She blinked and stretched, her mouth open on a yawn, when her gaze fell on shimmering orange fabric, woven with gold and edged in a bright red paisley design.

      The Mother Goddess Kali stood within a column of sunlight, lit like a flame burning brightly to destroy the darkness and shadows.

      “Namaste, Maya. May the rays of Lord Surya bless you this new day.” Kali’s voice was music come alive and filled Maya’s ears and mind as though emerging both from inside and outside of her body.

      She inhaled and swallowed as she sat up, keenly aware that her breath tasted like something had crawled inside her mouth and died there. Maya returned the greeting with her palms together in front of her mouth, grateful for the distance between herself and the goddess.

      Kali tilted her head and smiled then glided over to the window where she peered out into the street. The goddess gave Maya a moment to collect herself and get out from under the covers.

      Maya sat on the edge of her bed and cleared her throat. “Thank you for coming. I wasn’t sure if I should call you.”

      Kali turned her head, her dark eyes studying Maya’s face. “Why would you have second thoughts about calling me for help, child?”

      Maya wanted to give her an honest answer but hesitated. How could she explain that she didn’t want Kali to fail her or deny her? That would sound weak and selfish.

      As though sensing the war inside Maya’s heart and mind, Kali gave a gentle smile and moved from the window to the armchair where she settled herself down, the skirt of her sari fanning outward to catch the sun’s rays.

      “Come child, tell me what you need. I can feel your grief and fear well enough.”

      Maya nodded and swallowed hard. “It’s Joss. She’s in trouble. We had a mission go wrong and I…I acted without thinking and Joss is now possessed by a demon.”

      Kali nodded slowly and, in that moment, Maya understood what she’d previously been blind to. Even if she’d wanted to avoid bringing the goddess into her situation, Kali would have likely already known what was going on. But, as with the rules the deities lived by, they could not intervene unless asked to.

      Then the goddess said, “I can help your friend, Maya. I would say you should have called me as soon as you knew but I can see you are struggling with something, so we do not need to discuss this further.” Kali got to her feet and waved a hand at the room door.

      Maya obeyed and hurried to the door, leading Kali to Joss’s room down the hall. The house was silent and when Maya entered the room, she almost expected to see Nurse Lark already in the armchair, knitting away. Thankfully, Joss was alone and asleep, with Sabala standing guard.

      The moment he spotted Kali, he trotted over to her and pressed his head against her knee. Kali’s smile was gentle and filled with love as she rested her hand on his head in blessing.

      When the hellhound stepped away to return to his post, the goddess approached Joss’s side where she stood watching the sleeping girl with a sad smile on her face. This side of Kali was certainly far more benevolent and motherly than people are led to believe. And Maya wasn’t complaining one bit.

      Kali sat on the bed and rested her hand on Joss’s forehead. With her back to Maya, the goddess’s expression wasn’t visible, which made Maya all the more antsy as time ticked by incredibly slowly.

      At last, Kali straightened and turned to face Maya. Her expression was sad and regretful and Maya felt a stab of fear impale her heart even before the goddess said, “I’m sorry, Maya. I’m afraid I cannot act against the mahavitala who has claimed your friend’s mind.”

      Maya’s mouth dropped open in shock and tears burned her eyes. She blinked them away and cleared her throat. “She can’t be saved?” she asked, her words low and crackling with devastation.

      Kali smiled gently. “Not by me, and only because I know this demon personally. A long time ago I gave Kripali the boon of immortality.”

      “Which means you can do nothing to harm her,” said Maya, the knees buckling. She stiffened her limbs, refusing to reveal her hopelessness. “Is there anyone who can help her? And if she’s been given immortality, then how can she even be killed?” Heart thudding, she sank onto the foot of Joss’s bed, glad her friend couldn’t hear this conversation.

      The goddess came to sit beside her on the bed. “Though Kripali has been gifted with immortality, the boon given to her was bestowed as a reward for her good deeds and devotion to me. Boons are never eternal, and should the recipient ever act in a way which nullifies what they did to earn the gift, they create grounds to retract the protection of the boon.”

      Maya nodded slowly, impressed at how contractual the gifting of boons from gods to mortals were. “But because you bestowed the boon, you are still held by the initial contract,” she said as she worked the finer aspects out.

      Sadness darkened Kali’s expression, deepening the blue tinge to her skin. “I’m afraid so, Maya. But there are many gods and mortals who are well capable of removing a demon from the person they are attempting to possess, you being one of them.”

      “Me?” asked Maya softly, hope and fear twisting within her like a tornado, propelling her to her feet. Sabala watched sad and silent as she stood there, arms hanging at her sides, fear sending her heart thudding.

      “Yes, child. You have powers capable of pushing Kripali out of Joss’s mind. Your friend is strong and very devoted, both to your parents and to me. And to you. She is the sister of your soul, Maya, and she will never willingly leave your side. She will protect you with her life, and she is so very strong in her convictions. That strength is what is keeping her safe from being fully taken over by Kripali. And which is giving you time to free her. It is up to you to act, to figure out how to cast Kripali out.”

      Maya sucked in a breath, suddenly afraid of the burden now weighing her down. If a god were to help save Joss, and things went wrong, there was someone else to blame. But if Maya bungled things herself and consigned Joss to an eternity as Kripali’s bitch, could Maya even live with the knowledge that she’d done that to her best friend?

      The air beside Maya shifted and Kali was suddenly at her side, the gold bangles around her wrists singing soft notes as she cupped Maya’s cheek. “Child, do not doubt your powers, especially not when every act you perform is done out of love and self-sacrifice. Trust in your power, in your heart.” Then the goddess stepped away from Maya and began to fade away. “And don’t forget, I will come if you call for me.”

      And Maya was left alone, suddenly afraid for Joss’s future.
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      Maya was standing over Joss when the door to the room opened and Ria walked in. “I was looking for you,” Ria said as she came to stand beside the bed.

      Maya looked at her friend, unable to keep the worry out of her eyes. “What’s wrong, Maya?”

      Heaving a sigh, Maya whispered, “I spoke to Kali. She said she can’t help to get rid of the demon from Joss. It’s called a mahavitala, by the way, and Kali would have been able to help but unfortunately, she knows this…Kripali. Kali gave her the boon of immortality a long time ago.”

      “So Kali’s hands are tied.” Ria’s face was a mask, no hint of emotion revealed. “Did she say who can help?”

      Maya nodded, then aimed a thumb at her own chest. “Apparently, I can do it myself. The only problem is, I seem to be missing the How to cast a Superdemon out of a Mortal textbook. I have no clue what I’m supposed to do.”

      Ria sighed and curled a arm around Maya’s shoulders, drawing her out of the room and down the hall. Together the girls went down to the kitchen where Leela and Dev were having an unusually early breakfast of coffee and cookies.

      “Maya? Are you okay?” asked Leela softly, her gaze flicking to the hallway as though she expected the nurse to creep up on them without warning. Or maybe a part of her was hoping Joss would walk in, miraculously cured.

      “No. I’m not okay. I spoke to Mother Kali.” Maya updated her parents on what the goddess had said and what she was now expected to do. “Guess it’s up to me now.” Maya shrugged and sank onto the nearest stool then propped her elbows on the table to rest her chin in her hands. She knew she was sulking, but she didn’t care.

      Ria sighed and went to the coffee machine. “Look, I know it might seem like an uphill battle right now, but I think this will all work itself out. It’s probably just a matter of your instinct and your own will.” She set a mug of coffee in front of Maya and fetched one for herself.

      Silence filled the kitchen as Maya sipped and she wasn’t blind to the worry in her parents’ eyes. But thankfully, neither of them did anything to add to her apprehension about having to cast Kripali out of Joss’s mind.

      To her other worries, yes, they managed to make things worse.

      Her dad looked over at her as she sipped her coffee and wiped her mouth to clear the crumbs. “We have the results of the blood and the neural measurements. And it’s not good.”

      Maya inhaled so suddenly that a few cookie crumbs lodged themselves in the back of her throat and she coughed hard, almost choking on double-chocolate-fudge.

      Ria thumped her a little too hard on her back, which did help though Maya was impressed at her strength. “Thanks,” said Maya, swallowing the last of her coffee to wash down the crumbs. “You been lifting weights or something? You pack a mean punch for a tiny thing like you.”

      Ria snorted. “As if you’re so much bigger than me anyway.”

      Maya made a face at Ria, then looked over at her dad, preparing for the worst as he said, “The neural activity reads as unusual, with fluctuations that we really can’t explain. But the blood tests tell us something completely different. Your mom used a little-known method to identify markers in Joss’s DNA that may have been altered by the presence of this mahavitala. What we found explains how pale Joss is, and why her physiological symptoms appear dangerously low. And the results also corresponds to the demon’s designation as a powerful vitala.”

      Maya set her mug on the table carefully, heart thudding as her mind followed where her dad was going with his conclusion. “So is she dying then? Has Kripali infected Joss with some disease in order to take over her body?”

      Dev shook his head. “She isn’t dying. But she is infected by something. A parasite of sorts that’s managed to alter her DNA structure enough that I’m a little worried that even if you get rid of the mahavitala from her mind, Joss may never be the same again.”

      This time, the silence in the kitchen was filled with darkness and horror, and Maya didn’t want to speak for fear of bursting into tears.

      “What exactly does this mean for Joss?” asked Ria softly, reaching for Maya’s hand.

      The girls held onto each other, fingers threaded, lending each other warmth and support as Dev replied, “Joss’s DNA no longer qualifies as fully human. She’s slowly turning into what modern terminology would label as vampire. Except not the Dracula kind.”

      Ria’s nails dug deep into Maya’s fingers and she was glad for the sharp stabs of pain. If she hadn’t had the little cuts to think about, she would have lost her mind, cried, yelled at her parents, cursed Yama and Kali and everyone involved in the mission.

      Instead, she sucked in a hard breath and squeezed Ria’s hand. She looked at her friend whose eyes were filled with tears, and said, “I suppose we should be grateful. Joss would be so pissed if she turned into the sparkly kind.”

      Ria sputtered on a laugh, amusement shimmering through her tears. “Very true. Silver linings, right?” she offered though her expression sobered.

      The elder Raos shared a curious look, then Leela peered at Maya. “What are you two talking about? Sparkly what?”

      Maya said, “Just a type of vampire Joss hates.” Leela still frowned in confusion though she didn’t pursue for clarification. Maya continued, “I suppose this means that even if I find a way to remove the demon, we’re already too late to save Joss completely and go back to the way things were?”

      Dev was strangely silent, and his face suddenly appeared ancient, as though in the course of the last few day’s he’d aged a decade. Maya knew how he felt.

      She rubbed her forehead and stared at her cold coffee. “But as you said, when she does wake up, she’s going to go ballistic one way or another. Which means we need to do whatever it takes to ensure she doesn’t get any worse. Because Joss as a paranormal agent is talented and super-skilled and focused. I’m a little afraid of what Joss as a vampire will be like.”

      “Nothing like a healthy dose of fear of bloodsuckers to get a girl moving,” muttered Ria as she got to her feet.

      Maya stood as well and met her mom’s reddened eyes. “I’m going to go up and see what I can do.”

      “I’m going with you in case you need help,” Ria added, her tone saying Maya couldn’t decline the help even if she wanted to.

      So Maya left the kitchen with Ria in tow, and her parents staring after her, both looking bleak and worried. She hated seeing them hurting and she was determined to fix Joss as quickly as she could.

      Maya opened Joss’s room door and was about to ask Ria to fetch her go-bag when she paused in shock, stopping in her tracks so suddenly that Ria walked right into her.

      Nurse Lark hovered over Joss, and in the darkness, Maya wasn’t able to see what she was doing. The room light flicked on, thanks to Ria, and caught the woman holding Joss’s arm. Startled by the light, the nurse spun around to face Maya, though her left hand remained behind her back.

      “What are you doing?” Maya asked, ice in her tone and her eyes.

      Nurse Lark smiled, her gentle-granny expression looking like a mask on her face. “I was merely checking up on my patient, Maya. It is, after all, my job.” She nodded and walked toward the girls, forcing them to either grab hold of her or move aside.

      Maya let her pass and Ria also stepped away, and as the woman headed out of the room, she stuck her hands inside the pockets of her knee-length cardigan.

      Despite her suspicions of the nurse, Maya’s main concern was Joss. She rushed to the bedside, checking her friend’s vitals and making sure she was still alive.

      Ria remained in the doorway as Maya inspected Joss’s neck and arm. The stray drops of blood on the sheet was no surprise, though the ampoule in Joss’s arm appeared untouched.

      “She took a blood sample,” Maya hissed and turned to race down out the room and down the stairs.

      Nurse Lark was opening the door and Maya yelled out, “Stop! Nurse Lark! What did you do to Joss?”

      Maya’s parents rushed into the hall from the kitchen. Shocked, they stared at the nurse who had frozen on the threshold.

      “Stop her!” Maya screamed as she took the steps two at a time.

      Her parents raced for the nurse, but the nurse slammed the door shut behind her. Maya got to the bottom of the stairs just as her dad flung the door open and they watched the old woman sprint into the rainy night.

      Nurse Lark raced toward a car waiting at the sidewalk. With the headlights turned off, they never would have noticed the car in the darkness had the low rumble of the engine not given it away.

      Moments later, Maya and her parents, along with Ria, were standing on the front porch in the dark, staring at the disappearing red tail-lights of Nurse Lark’s getaway car.

      Breathing hard, Leela asked, “What did she take?”

      In a voice filled with fear, Maya replied, “Joss’s blood.”

      And that was the first time Maya had ever heard her mom use the F-word.
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      In the wake of the nurse’s theft of Joss’s blood, Maya and her family stood at Joss’s bedside in silence. After shutting the door and locking it, they’d hurried upstairs to check on her. Nobody spoke for a few minutes as they all digested what had just happened.

      “How was she up here when nobody even knew she was inside the house?” asked Leela, her tone filled with something Maya recognized: self blame.

      “How did she even get upstairs without someone spotting her passing the kitchen?” asked Ria softly, a hand to her throat.

      “I feel ill. She could have come up to murder Joss and we had no idea.” Maya stiffened and scanned the room. Why had Sabala not alerted them?

      She spotted the hellhound who seemed to materialize out of the shadows on the other side of Joss’s bed. He must have hidden himself to avoid shocking Ria who still had no idea he existed. And yet, he’d had thrown off a glamor.

      Probably because the glare Maya sent Sabala was filled with fury and accusation. Which was enough for the hellhound to risk terrifying an unsuspecting Ria by saying out loud, “Do not be afraid. The woman took blood from Joss and I’m afraid I couldn’t risk leaving. I chose to stay in case she intended to do more than steal blood. I apologize, Maya. But Joss is unhurt.”

      “What the fracking hell!” Ria’s voice scraped Maya’s ears with both pitch and volume. Maya turned, more shocked at Ria’s use of semi-profanity than anything.

      Ria stood between Maya’s parents, frozen in place, staring at Sabala, looking like she was about to pass out. Leela and Dev looked at each other over the girl’s head, though they both remained silent as though afraid to startle her.

      Ria whispered, “Please tell me I just imagined that a scary pooch just appeared out of nowhere and spoke to you in perfectly enunciated English.”

      Maya’s mom took a step aside to make way for her as she went to her shocked friend and gently held her arm. The tension in Ria’s muscles confirmed the state of her mind.

      “It’s okay, Ria,” Maya said softly. “A few things happened that I didn’t get a chance to tell you about when we left you at the compound. And the scary pooch was a little hard to explain over text. But you’re here. And now you know.”

      Ria turned a narrow-eyed glare at Maya. “And what exactly is it that I now know?” she asked, her tone dangerously cool.

      After glancing over at the hellhound, Maya sighed. “This is Sabala. He was sent by Mother Kali to protect me. He can make himself invisible. And he can talk. That particular piece of information is new to me too, so I share your shock in that regard.”

      A moment of tense silence passed and then Ria asked, “Wait a sec. Sabala? As in Syama and Sabala?”

      “Yup. I know it’s a bit much to take in, Ria. And I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to tell you before.”

      Ria was silent for a long moment, and just when Maya was convinced her poor friend was going to either pass out or run off screaming, Ria said, “I’m not sure what surprises me more. That there is a talking four-eyed hellhound sitting in Joss’s room, or that I’m not totally surprised that there is a talking four-eyed hellhound sitting in Joss’s room.” Then she sighed and gave Maya a quick hug, hopefully an act of silent forgiveness.

      The talking four-eyed hellhound walked around the bed and came to Maya’s side where he sat down in silence.

      When Ria pulled away, she studied Sabala for a long moment, then glanced over at the elder Raos and then at Maya. “Now that we’ve ticked the talking hellhound off the list of shocks for the day, we may proceed to the blood-stealing nurse.” Her expression remained deadpan and everyone smiled, though nobody really gave Ria’s comment the response it deserved.

      “So we can confidently assume KALIMA knows more about Joss than we realized,” said Maya, her heart slamming against her ribs now that the severity of Nurse Larks brazen theft hit her again.

      Leela nodded. “I’m beginning to wonder if this house is bugged despite our wards.”

      “Could have been something the nurse brought in with her that broke through, even if temporarily,” said Dev, speaking absently as though his thoughts were focused elsewhere. He was looking tired again, which was no surprise considering how late it was.

      “Your computers?” suggested Maya. “Mom’s contacts for the bloods?”

      “It could be anything,” Leela said, her tone edged with panic.

      Ria nodded. “There are too many ways to hack into communications and systems and GPS. If they wanted to, they wouldn’t hesitate to break their own privacy rules.”

      Maya looked at Ria for a few seconds, considering her words and the confidence with which she’d spoken. Ria had clearly been training and learning all these months in the jungle. She’d probably end up being one of the best of the Kali Hunters around.

      Then a thought struck Maya. “You guys joked a while back about GPS tracking. I really hope you weren’t even half serious.”

      The fear in her mom’s eyes was enough of an answer.

      “Who here has a tracker?” Maya asked slowly, trepidation clenching her stomach.

      Her parents shared a dark look, then her dad said, “Both you and Joss of course, and Ria.”

      Ria’s eyes went wide. “What? Why would I be chipped?”

      “And when would we have been chipped?” Maya added, panic teasing her enough that Sabala shifted and bumped against her. He’d remained oddly silent and she hoped Ria’s shocked reaction hadn’t upset him.

      Leela gave a sad smile. “We’ve all had trackers inserted for safety and security reasons. Even so, access to the chips aren’t guaranteed as many forms of interference can garble the transmissions. We still went with the chipping out of concern for our agents’ safety. And we had rules in place that only top-level security passes would be able to access GPS trackers, and only if agreed to by the board. They were only ever meant to be used in emergencies. Life or death situations.”

      “But these chips can be hacked right?” asked Maya softly.

      Dev shook his head, though not to deny the possibility. “This wouldn’t be happening if we were still in control of the agency.”

      “You’re not in control?” asked Ria softly, her face now pale.

      Perhaps speaking aloud is not wise at this time, suggested Sabala in Maya’s mind.

      She nodded and raised a finger to her lips then touched Ria’s shoulder. They all fell silent and Maya waited for her mom to take the lead.

      Leela said, “Maybe it’s time for you two to get some rest. Ria, you’ve had a long flight. Probably best for you to sleep so you can be rested when we head over to HQ in the morning for your briefing.”

      Ria laughed softly. “Yes, I did leave in a bit of a rush. The team back in India knew my reasons though, but I guess HQ will want to verify I’m not AWOL or something.” Her voice was filled with amusement though her eyes only reflected sadness and worry.

      Leela nodded and gave the girls a comforting smile, then waved at Dev to leave with her. As her parents left Joss’s room, Maya’s mind raced. If the agency had been listening, they’d already have heard everything she’d said to Ria, and to Nik, and to Mother Kali. Had they heard the goddess’s responses?

      And even if they hadn’t, Maya had told her parents a few sensitive details in the kitchen earlier. What happens if the board heard all of what they’d talked about these last few days? She had to hope they’d bypassed her dad’s security only because Nurse Lark had carried some kind of device around the house with her.

      Which would have been irregular, and dependent on where the nurse had been in the house. Because, if their chips had been turned on and the agency had been privy to everything they’d discussed, then Maya and her family had a lot of trouble ahead of them.

      For now, she held on tightly to her mom’s words. ‘…access to the chips aren’t guaranteed as many forms of interference can garble the transmissions.’

      Hopefully, at least part of their house was protected from the agency. Hopefully, some of what they’d discussed had remained private.

      Maya shared a worried look with Ria. Then, in silence, they rummaged inside the nightstands and closets and tallboys, and searched the rest of the room, just in case. When they both came up empty, Maya stood still for a moment, feeling as though she wanted to throw herself on the floor and bawl her eyes out. Or scream.

      I understand this is difficult for you, but perhaps now is the time to attempt to dispatch Kripali from Joss’s mind. You have the power, Maya. Just believe in yourself and do it.

      Sabala wasn’t wrong. Maya fetched a pencil and notepad from the nightstand before pointing at the light switch for Ria to shut it off.

      With the room in darkness, Ria came to read the message Maya had already scribbled out. Stay silent. Have to get rid of the demon asap.

      What do you need me to do?

      Bowl of water and burn the frankincense. Stay dark if possible.

      Maya wasn’t one hundred percent certain, but she knew water diluted demonic power and so did frankincense. Other than that, Maya was winging it.

      Frankincense will dispel the negative energies, removing any darkness which a demon or spirit may attach itself to. Water is also life and is a both a purifier and a conduit of energy. So far, you’re doing perfectly, said Sabala, his voice encouraging and somewhat pleased. Which of course pleased Maya.

      Ria nodded and left the room, switching on her smartphone’s torch, while Maya shucked off her loafers and climbed onto the bed beside Joss. The room was cloaked in darkness and the only light came from the bathroom where the door had been left about an inch ajar. Just enough light for her to see what she was doing.

      She rested her fingers briefly on Joss’s temples, testing for any form of resistance. Finding none, Maya took a few deep breaths and rolled her shoulders. Ria tiptoed inside the room with an already lit tray of frankincense and a brass bowl of water.

      She set the two dishes on the nightstand and stood beside the bed, waiting. When Maya looked up at Ria and shook her head, pointing to the door for her to leave, Ria refused, eyes wide as she glared back.

      Maya grabbed the notepad and scribbled out a message.

      If I cast this demon out, she’ll attach herself to the first vulnerable person she can find.

      Ria paused as though she was about to obey, but then her eyes widened. She shook her head and turned her hand over to reveal a tattoo of the goddess on her forearm

      Got it at the temple in the compound. Strange old priest came. Said I needed protection.

      The dark lines forming the mother goddess’s image was surrounded by words in an ancient language.

      The mark is a form of Ma Kali’s protection. It is sufficient to protect Ria, assured Sabala.

      You? Ria wrote.

      Kapali cannot possess you. As Kali’s Hand, you have the ultimate protection.

      Maya relayed Sabala’s message and then studied the tattoo, sadness filling her that Joss hadn’t been protected by something, a tattoo or an amulet. Any protection would have helped save Joss.

      Ria wrote another message. Your parents? Everyone in the house vulnerable.

      Mom probably safe. Check on Dad.

      Ria raced out of the room to find Maya’s parents and while she was gone, Maya breathed in and out, trying to free her mind from any intrusive thoughts. Ria returned mere minutes later and handed over a note in Leela’s handwriting.

      We both have Kali’s protection. Tattoo similar to Ria’s though not the same. Protected as guardians of the Mother.

      Relieved, Maya nodded at Ria and then focused on the patient. She rested her fingers on Joss’s temples and, within moments, she sank into her BFF’s mind. She honed in on the protection around Joss’s consciousness and saw that Mother Kali had meant: Joss’s strength filled the ward around her mind, strong and solid.

      Now, all Maya had to do was to find the Kripali and kick her out. Which was easier said than done. Minutes ticked by and, as hard as she searched, she found no sign of the mahavitala. Despondent, Maya had just begun to retreat when she found her awareness snagged by something, as though an invisible lassoo had been thrown around her mind.

      Her first instinct was to struggle, and she did, almost freeing herself from its hold, but she stopped when a feeling of intense familiarity and love filled her.

      Joss.

      Without thinking Maya dropped her guard and let Joss pull her in. And then, in her mind, Joss said, “Took you long enough.”

      “Sorry. Lot’s hitting the fan. Now, how do I get rid of your unwelcome guest.”

      “I’m not sure. I’m just focusing on keeping the barrier strong so she won’t get in.”

      Maya wanted to scream. How was she supposed to help Joss if she didn’t know what she was supposed to do?

      She was about to ask Joss if she had any ideas, when something hit her broadside, as though a hurricane had come out of nowhere to batter her down.

      “Maya!” Joss screamed as the link between the two girls shattered and Maya could hear Sabala’s words of encouragement, though they failed to make her feel in control.

      Pushed away from contact with Joss, Maya tumbled on a sea of energy, flailing as the power threatened to suck the life out of her. She pushed back as hard as she could, sending a stunning burst of energy into the demon’s mind. Screams filled Maya’s thoughts and she forced herself not to gasp from the shock of the harsh noise.

      But she took heart in the sound because it was part pain and part fury, which confirm she’d managed to injure the mahavitala. Not permanently, but at least enough to distract her. Maya left Joss’s mind, returning to consciousness to find Ria staring at her, eyes wide with terror while the hellhound watched calmly.

      Maya held up a finger. The demon was not going to get the best of her. She’d give her life to protect Joss and now she had an idea she hoped would work. She planned on giving her BFF the energy to keep the barrier up for as long as was necessary.

      She entered Joss’s consciousness again and went straight to the ward, familiar now with the energies of her friend’s mind. Without pausing to tell her what she was about to do, Maya sent a steady stream of her fire into Joss’s barrier, working quickly while the rest of her awareness watched for Kripali.

      Only when she felt a pulsing of relief from Joss did Maya retreat. And as she did so she heard her friend’s words in her head.

      No, wait. Not in her head.

      Maya’s mouth hung open in shock as she stared at a smiling Joss. “Damn, it’s good to be back.”
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      Joss’s voice was soft and weak, probably as weak as her body.

      Maya couldn’t reply, shock still controlling her vocal cords, shock that also had her forgetting she wasn’t meant to speak aloud. Sabala growled a warning even as Ria waved a hand between the two girls, then put her finger to her lips.

      Joss’s eyes went wide when she spotted Ria, and she opened her arms for a hug. After the girls embraced, Joss reached out to the hellhound and rested her hand on his head in greeting.

      Ria studied Joss’s hand as it stroked the top of Sabala’s head, then she straightened and scribbled a note to Joss. Please excuse Maya. She was supposed to cast out the demon and I think she didn’t expect to succeed.

      Maya peered over and read the reply, then let out a grunt before taking the notepad and responding. She didn’t cast out the demon.

      Ria frowned staring from Maya to Joss. “Then what….” she said aloud, forgetting for a moment before Maya slapped a palm over Ria’s mouth.

      Taking the notepad, Joss gave each of the girls a wary look before she replied, Maya gave me enough energy to boost the protection around my mind. And because I don’t need to focus on keeping the barrier strong, I can return to consciousness without the bitch taking me over.

      Kripali, wrote Maya.

      What?

      That’s the bitch’s name.

      Well, good for her, Joss replied, then retrieved her hand from Sabala and shifted on the mattress to sit up a little higher, propped up by the pillows. So, can we figure out a plan to get rid of her. And quick? And can someone tell me why we aren’t speaking aloud?

      Maya sighed and replied, It’s a lot to write down. I’ll grab your iPad and type it up. In the meantime, let’s get some food in you and tell Mom and Dad.

      Ria nodded at that and left the room. Joss looked at the door and then at Maya, eyes wide in disbelief and filled with questions. Nice threads, Joss wrote, grinning, just as impressed as Maya was at their timid friend’s badass leather fashion choices.

      Joss had read over Maya’s shoulder as she wrote the short version of what had happened since the debacle in the basement of the toyshop. Joss’s eyes were wide, and she was reaching for the iPad to reply when Leela and Dev entered the room.

      Maya and Ria smiled as their BFF was swept up in silent hugs from Leela and then Dev. When the welcome cuddles were done with, Dev looked around the room. Taking the iPad, he continued writing a line below Maya’s explanation.

      The barriers I put in place are holding together but we were hacked. Probably by the nurse. It’s likely she brought something into the house.

      Maya pointed at the machines hooked up to Joss and raised her eyebrows.

      Dev nodded. Yes. At this point anything is a danger. We need to prepare to protect ourselves.

      But before Maya could ask what they needed to do, Joss took the iPad and typed furiously. I’m not going to stay here if I’m putting you all in danger. Maybe we should split up. I could go somewhere else, maybe back to the mountains or even to Patala?

      Maya shook her head vigorously.

      Maya, I am unable to read the messages. Could you tell me what is being discussed? I feel rather left out.

      Maya snorted, then ignored all the weird looks the sound received. Then she quickly read all the messages to Sabala in her mind. She’d grown used to talking to him in her head, and it was almost no longer weird.

      Then she leaned closer and held Joss’s shoulder as her dad replied on the iPad, remembering to voice the message in her mind for Sabala. We are all in danger from KALIMA. You aren’t the cause of this situation, Joss. And we are not going to leave you alone. We stick together. We stay together unless we have no other choice.

      Joss looked about to challenge him but then her shoulders sagged, and she sank back against her pillows. Leela patted the mattress to get everyone’s attention, then mouthed Pack quickly.

      Maya glanced at Sabala. Watch Joss, she said.

      Then, in silence, she and Ria hurried off and returned within minutes with their bags, then checked Joss’s closet for her go-bag. Ria helped her change out of her pajamas into tracks and a sweatshirt. Maya toed Joss’s loafers over to her and then waited as she slipped them on.

      They were done and about to go in search of her parents, with Maya curious as to how they were planning to leave the house unseen, when Sabala growled, the sound soft but threatening enough for Maya to freeze. She waved at the girls and they all sank to the floor beside the bed.

      And then the floorboard outside Joss’s room creaked.

      Everyone in the house knew about the squeaky floorboard. They all knew to avoid it and even Maya’s parents would refrain from stepping too close to the wall, knowing the sound was loud enough to wake someone.

      Only Nurse Lark hadn’t figured it out, which was how Maya usually knew the woman was on her way into Joss’s room. Which didn’t explain how the old nurse had managed to sneak up on Maya’s dad earlier in the day.

      Nothing was making sense anymore.

      Nice save, pooch, Maya said to Sabala who didn’t deign to reply.

      Now, the girls duckwalked toward the far wall and watched as two dark figures appeared in the doorway.

      Sabala positioned himself between the girls and the danger but Maya said, Don’t do anything unless I tell you. I can’t have you ripping up people who are only doing their jobs.

      As you wish, Maya, the hellhound replied, sounding disappointed.

      Maya ignored Sabala and raised her hands to throw two balls of energy at the intruders. As the fire flew at the two masked men, their forms, clothing and weapons were clear for the girls to see in the light of the flaming missiles.

      If Maya had to hazard a guess, this was a team from KALIMA, the dress code and the weapons all familiar enough to her. The fireballs hit the pair hard, sending them backpedaling right into the balustrade. The combined weight of the two agents cracked the wooden railing which gave way, sending them falling to the floor below.

      When she glanced at Joss, she saw the fury in her friend’s eyes, knowing she’d recognized them as agents. Maya raised a finger and pointed at the door. She barely waited for the nods from her friends before scuttling like a crab toward the doorway. Keeping low turned out to be smart not only for the girls.

      Sabala trotted past Maya and reached the threshold just as another agent rushed into the room. The agent tripped over the hellhound and as he sprawled on the floor with a low thud, Ria appeared out of nowhere and knocked the weapon from his hand then used the butt to knock him out.

      Three down, who knew how many more to go.

      The girls closed in on Ria and peered out into the hall. Shadows moved at the bottom of the stairs and on the other side of the landing at the entrance to Maya’s parents’ bedroom.

      She slipped into the hall and kept low, moving to the top of the stairs as the intruder entered her parents’ room. Sabala followed with Ria supporting Joss who was still a little too weak to be running for her life.

      From inside the room came the sound of a choked cough, and then a low thud as a body hit the floor. Then, Maya’s dad popped his head out of the room, spotted her and aimed a finger at the floor.

      Basement.

      Maya gave him a thumbs up and glanced over her shoulder at the girls who were already responding with a thumb in the air. Just as they passed Maya’s bedroom, another shadowed figure entered the hallway. The shadow paused and Maya and the girls waited to see what happened next.

      Even Sabala paused, hackles rising teeth bared as he waited.

      There was no doubt the girls had been seen, but then, instead of calling for help or shooting at the trio, the figure hurried past them and headed downstairs toward the cluster of bodies in the hall as agents helped their injured teammates to their feet and out of the house to safety.

      Whoever the agent had been, their loyalty to the current board was most certainly in question. Maya would have loved to know who the agent was but that was something she was likely to never find out.

      But she had all her money on Andres Mirov.
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      As soon as the front hall was cleared, Sabala led the way and the girls hurried downstairs as fast as they were able while helping a weakened Joss along. The hellhound held his snout up high to check the hallway, then snuffed to give Maya the go-ahead.

      The trio hurried to the basement entrance, with the hellhound now watching their six. They were entering what could turn out to be a trap, but they had no choice. And the Sabala hadn’t scented any danger in the basement either, so Maya took that as a good sign.

      She supposed they could always leave through the garage beside the training room and make a getaway, though it would be neither silent nor secret.

      Thankfully, as they entered the basement, they found the place empty. They gathered in the dark to wait for Maya’s parents, all silent, each fighting their own internal battles. The girls kept close as though needing the warmth from each other’s bodies as a physical reassurance that they were going to get out of danger safely. Sabala positioned himself between them again and Maya hoped she didn’t have to repeat her warning.

      If any of the agents were mauled by a demonic dog, the board would have good reason to claim the Raos were dangerous and reckless, even if Sabala was protecting their lives.

      Beside Maya, Ria clutched the gun she’d taken from the agent and Maya spotted a flash of metal in Joss’s hand, which was now far steadier. None of them wanted to injure any of the agents. They could easily end up hurting people they knew, trained with or went on missions with. One of these agents could have been Mirov for all Maya knew.

      At least she knew Claude was confined to her wheelchair which would have given her away instantly if she was one of the agents betraying and endangering Maya and her family.

      Now, Maya couldn’t think about anything else but the impending danger to herself and her two friends.

      The girls faced the stairs, holding their breath as footsteps echoed down to them. Two shadowed figures rushed down, weapons aimed at the girls. Without thinking, Maya flung out her hands, throwing a protective dome of fire energy around herself and her friends. She’d acted just in time, as one of the agents fired, the bullet racing at the dome then bouncing off, spitting flames and smoke as it fell to the floor.

      Before Maya could think of doing anything else, the pair of agents went sprawling as her parents shoved them hard from behind, then raced to the girls.

      Maya dropped the protective barrier just long enough for her parents and Sabala to enter the dome, before closing it. But she wasn’t fast enough. Another agent raced down the stairs having followed her parents to the basement, firing on them as they entered the dome of protection.

      Maya wasn’t sure how many bullets made it through other than the one’s which had hit her, but she threw up the shield fast.

      Sabala growled. You are injured, Maya.

      I’ll be fine, you just watch out for the girls.

      The hellhound snuffed in response as Maya glanced around her. Ria held a hand to her thigh, and her dad sported a blossoming red stain on the shoulder of his tan shirt.

      Anger fueled Maya’s magical protection and she focused on the agent holding his weapon on them all. She had to stop any of the bullets from hitting her family again and knew she had to eliminate the danger.

      The dome around them hummed with the added energy and gave off sparks in places where the fire power pooled. Maya focused on one of the small tornadoes of flame, thrusting it outward at the agent who was still firing at the shield.

      The fire surged at him like a spear, striking him in the upper shoulder of his shooting arm. He swore as he was flung back, his head hitting the bottom stair while his weapon skidded away, spinning around and around, presenting a danger that made Maya freeze.

      The agent though, was out for the count and Maya looked over at her dad. “Now what?” she asked softly.

      But before he could reply, the house above them exploded, debris raining down on their heads as the ceiling caved in. The staircase slammed down into the basement along with wooden flooring and furniture. Leela cried out in horror and Maya gasped in pain and devastated shock, though she focused on strengthening the dome above their heads so it would keep the falling ceiling from crushing their protection. This was their home and KALIMA had just destroyed it.

      “Was I imagining it or were they trying to kill us?” asked Maya, her voice cracking.

      “Looks like it, kiddo,” Dev replied, resting a hand on her shoulder despite his pain, seeking to comfort her.

      Ria let out a soft grunt. “Maybe they just wanted to subdue us. Can we assume those weren’t real bullets?”

      Maya studied Ria’s face, one eyebrow curving. “Is that real blood on your leg?” she asked archly, partly sad that they all wanted to deny the betrayal of their agency, and partly angry that any one of them would want to make excuses for KALIMA. Not after they’d dodged so many bullets in the last few minutes.

      Ria’s eyes darkened. Her sigh was so soft that Maya almost didn’t hear it. “Okay, so maybe denial isn’t going to work. Now what? We’d better decide soon. You’re not going to be able to hold up the house for much longer, even if you pretend you’re related to Atlas.”

      Joss choked on a laugh and then shook her head. “This is insane. What are they after?”

      “Control of the agency? Me? You? Who the hell knows?” Maya bit out the words, anger now flowing over her like a tidal wave. She looked over as her mom’s warm hand rested on her shoulder. “Mom? Can you call Chayya? Sabala? Get Nik to come. I’m just not sure how quick either of them will be, so we may have to wait.”

      Leela nodded and Sabala snuffed his agreement. “I will be back soon.” The hellhound faded away, though Maya could see he wasn’t happy about leaving her without his protection.

      At her side, Maya saw her mom summon Chayya with the bowl the Goddess of Shadows had given her. Maya had refrained from calling Chayya too often. She’d felt bad for monopolizing the goddess’s time in the last few months, though this situation was most definitely reason enough to disturb Chayya.

      If there was ever a time the Raos and their extended family needed help, it was now.
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      Though Maya had expected Nik and Chayya to take a while to come to their aid, she’d been wrong. Perhaps Sabala had made it clear enough for Nik to get moving instantly. He arrived within moments of Sabala’s departure with the hellhound at his side.

      “What’s going on?” Nik asked, his voice warping as he looked up and around him at the magical dome and at the injured people all staring at him, faces tense and filled with worry.

      “We need to get out of here. Can you move everyone to safety? I’ll keep the barrier up but I’m not sure how much longer I can do it.” Maya flicked a glance at her hip where blood had soaked her pants all the way down to her ankle. She’d compartmentalized the pain, but the loss of blood wasn’t something she could ignore for too much longer.

      Even now, darkness began to edge in on her vision as Nik nodded and turned to speak to her dad. “Where do you wish me to take you? I can offer safe refuge in Patala if you wish?”

      “No. We can’t go to Patala yet. Needs to be somewhere in this world for now. Just until we figure things out,” Maya said, her voice reduced to a croak as the weight of the magic began to press down on her even harder.

      “I have a place,” Dev said, though Maya could hear the uncertainty in his voice. “I’ll guide you but take the girls first.”

      “Joss stays with me,” Maya said on a grunt. “I can’t be away from her too long.”

      Nik glanced at her but didn’t argue. He and her dad conferred for a moment and then he held a hand out to Leela first. They disappeared, and just as they faded from view, Chayya appeared, her usually serene face lined with concern.

      “Maya. I came as soon as I could, but I wish I’d left sooner. What is happening?” The goddess’s eyes were wide with horror at the scene within the basement. Then she straightened. “Never mind. Who am I taking? I sense Lord Nikhil’s departure and can follow him.”

      Ria raised her hand and a second later, she and the goddess were gone, the ebony of Chayya’s leather pants and sari merging with the shadows, leaving Joss, Maya and Dev staring at each other, while Sabala watched them watch each other.

      Joss’s skin was paler, a little greyer than it had been before the attack. She needed a sit-down and a full update on her situation DNA wise, and Maya suspected that when that did happen, her friend was not going to take it lying down.

      Before any of them could speak, Nik arrived and held out an arm to Maya’s dad. The two men left and Chayya returned a second later.

      “Joss? May I take you now?”

      Maya grunted. “We have to go at the same time. She needs my energy.”

      “Maya. I’m sure I can manage for a few seconds. Besides, you’ve been expending a lot of your energy on the protective field and I’m managing just fine.”

      Chayya was frowning so Maya said, “I’m supporting a protective field inside Joss’s mind. If I’m not there to boost it, she’s likely going to go back into a coma.”

      Joss cut in. “And if she does, she’ll be perfectly fine until you get to her. Which will be in a matter of seconds.”

      In the face of Joss’s logic, Maya had no choice but to simply nod. “Wait for Nik to return and we all go together. Besides, I’d rather not be left here all by myself. Call me chicken. I don’t care.”

      Joss narrowed her eyes as she studied Maya’s face. Maya knew what her friend was thinking. That she was pretending to want company to force Joss to stay. Which was only partly true.

      The multitude of situations they were facing, from the KALIMA betrayal to the demon in Joss’s mind to the attack on their home, were all weighing heavily on Maya. She wanted to cry and to scream and to stamp her foot at the unfairness of it all.

      So, she wasn’t lying when she said she didn’t want to be alone. If they did leave her by herself, she’d likely curl up in a ball and cry her eyes out.

      And Joss must have seen something in her eyes because she sighed and came to stand closer to Maya. “Okay, girl. I’m staying.”

      Nik materialized, ending the conversation as he said, “Who’s next?” Then he saw Chayya and gave the goddess a respectful smile. “All together on three?” he asked, including Sabala in the question.

      Sabala snuffed and Maya nodded. Then the goddess of shadows held onto her waist, while Nik gripped Joss’s shoulders gently.

      The five of them faded away from the room and as they left, Maya could feel the protective barrier disintegrate. She imagined she could sense the dining room and study collapse into the space they’d just evacuated, and the thought of her home utterly destroyed brought tears to her eyes.

      When they materialized inside an unfamiliar room, Maya’s view was blurred by the tears which had filled her eyes and burned her throat. She blinked them away, uncaring that they were falling onto her cheeks and trailing down to her chin.

      She’d never been an attractive crier. In the movies, women still looked elegant and sexy as tears trail down their cheek’s barely affecting their perfect makeup.

      But Maya didn’t care now. Her world had just fallen apart. If she looked like crap while crying for her broken world, she didn’t give a damn.

      As her feet settled onto the floor, she glanced around to find her family, Nik, Chayya, and Sabala, all gathered in somber silence.

      She cleared her throat. “Where are we?”

      Dev replied, looking out the giant picture window at the darkness where moonlight silvered the tops of hundreds of trees below the house. He said, “I’ve had this place for years. Just in case we needed to hide you away. At least it has finally come in handy.”

      “Are you sure they won’t track us down?”

      “What about the chips?” asked Maya.

      “They won’t be able to track us while you have the barrier up.”

      Maya blinked and looked around her, realizing she’d barely registered the fact that she’d kept the protective field up even while they’d been transported to the forest safehouse. Her dad hadn’t exactly said where they were, but it was still night so they could be in any of the states right now.

      “Okay. Can we get the chips out before I drop this field? And maybe we can do it quick because I’m about to pass out.”

      Dev nodded and dug inside his satchel before withdrawing a small case. Leela hurried to Ria first and touched her shoulder. Ria met Maya’s mom’s eyes, her expression displaying her fear and her disappointment. Something Maya understood all too well. Her parents had known they were all tagged, and they’d never said a word about it.

      As though listening in on Maya’s thoughts, Leela spoke while she cleaned a spot on Ria’s neck with a cotton ball and a disinfectant solution. “I know you guys are upset that you weren’t told about the chips, but I promise we had only the best of intentions. We had no idea something like this would ever happen.”

      “If you want to look at the access records, I have the download reports on file,” Dev offered, looking around at all the girls. “You’ll be able to see that neither Leela nor I have ever accessed the chip, not even when Maya left for Patala, or when Ria was in the compound without us to watch over her.”

      Maya nodded, though her eyes remained on the small scalpel in his hand as he approached Ria. “I’m assuming those reports should also show us if any of the board members have accessed the chips?”

      Dev nodded in reply then placed the blade against Ria’s skin. “This will hurt but the numbing solution should take the edge off.” Ria nodded and swallowed then took a slow breath as the blade sliced the skin behind her ear.

      Maya watched in silence as the cut in Ria’s skin revealed a tiny device no bigger than a drop of blood. Her dad eased it out of Ria’s skin with a pair of tweezers and dropped it into a small metal case. He screwed the lid tight and held it up to the group. “This case acts like a barrier to prevent anyone from accessing the chip. They won’t be able to find any of us once the chips are removed.”

      “Wait,” Maya held up a hand. “Are you and Mom chipped as well?” She’d heard it mentioned but she hadn’t believed it until now.

      Her parents both nodded, though their expressions were equally grim. Leela sighed. “Yes, we chipped everyone as a precaution. It was only meant to be used to save any agent who is out in the field and in danger. Our jobs are dangerous enough without knowing that if things go wrong, we’re going to be abandoned. But it seems the whole plan backfired on us after all.”

      Maya’s gut twisted with sadness for her parents. Her anger at them for not revealing she’d been chipped like a pet, faded a little considering they were in the same boat as she was.

      Her parents proceeded to remove Joss’s chip, under Sabala’s keen supervision of course. He seemed divided in his loyalties at the moment, though Maya thought it was touching how much he cared for her BFF.

      Then her mom and dad worked on each other’s chips, while Chayya and Nik watched in silence. Maya wasn’t sure how to interpret their expressions. They looked as though the idea of being chipped wasn’t at all unusual.

      “You don’t look upset at the idea of being tracked,” Maya asked Nik softly.

      He glanced at her and smiled. “In many ways, it’s exactly like the way gods are able to track each other. Of course, it’s an ability we are all aware of and we are all able to hide ourselves should we wish to have our locations remain private.”

      Maya shrugged. “Well, at least you guys have a privacy setting. And you know about it.” Maya saw her mom flinch slightly at her words and she felt bad. “Sorry, Mom. I understand why you did what you did. I’ll get over it. Just please don’t tell me you guys have the ability to hack our computers and phones to spy on us.”

      Dev straightened as Leela placed a butterfly Band-Aid on the cut behind his ear. “Unfortunately Maya, any good hacker has that ability. Which means I’m going to need everyone’s devices. We’re either going to have to take measures to secure our electronics or just stay off them altogether.”

      Joss nodded, a finger to her Band-Aid. “Maybe we should just stay offline for the foreseeable future. We’re all together and safe for now, right?” she said looking over at Dev.

      “For now. Once we’re done removing Maya’s tracker, we can grab the electronics and then let her drop the field. Then everyone gets some sleep.”

      Maya said nothing as her parents approached with cotton balls and liquids and scalpels and metal cases. The hellhound left Joss sitting on the sofa and approached Maya who remained steady while her mom swabbed her skin and applied the numbing creme. The removal of the chip felt strange, like a pimple being popped but only much weirder.

      When her dad dropped the chip into the metal case and screwed on the lid, she let out a soft huff. “Good. Now they can’t follow us.”

      Leela reached out to place a Band-Aid on her skin, but Maya shook her head. “I don’t need it. I’ll heal the cut.”

      “No, you won’t young lady. You’re expending too much energy as it is. You get a Band-Aid and you get to rest after you drop the field. Then you can bother with healing yourself.” As her mom ended her stern instructions she looked down at Maya’s wound and the blood coating her pants. The fabric had grown stiff as it dried, confirming the bleeding had slowed. “Maybe I need to attend to this before you bleed out?”

      “It’s not bleeding so much anymore. And I’d rather not have to divide my attention while you fix it. The bullet is still in there so I’m probably going to pass out or need painkillers which means I won’t be able to keep the field going while you work.”

      Sabala looked up at Maya, but she said, Don’t say anything. I need to make sure they are all safe.

      Very well. I will abide by your request, but should your life be in danger, I will choose to save you before anyone else.

      Maya wasn’t sure how to respond to the hellhounds curt reply so she said nothing. Her mom straightened and gave her sober nod. Her eyes were sad though, and she wrapped her arms around Maya, uncaring at the PDA. Maya heard her mom whisper in her ears, “I’ve never been more proud of you, honey.”

      And somehow those words were enough to make Maya feel a little better.
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      Maya was sitting on the sofa and trying to focus on keeping the barrier strong while her parents gathered everyone’s electronics together. Sabala sat at her feet now while everyone else had chosen a spot on the sofas or floor cushions.

      She watched in silence as her dad placed a pile of computers, iPads and cellphones inside the metal box which looked like an extra-large toolbox. He’d wheeled it in after asking everyone to empty their bags and now he was stacking all the devices inside.

      “I’ll go through them all and will give back whatever I can disconnect from Wi-Fi or hacker access.”

      Nobody replied, probably because nobody really cared about social networking and phones and tablets right now. When a person’s life was on the line, priorities tended to change.

      Dev snapped the locks on the case shut and got to his feet. He shoved the box against the far wall. “I’ll take that downstairs later and have a look through.”

      “I’m assuming you have some sort of protected area downstairs?” asked Maya, trying to focus on something else other than her fading strength.

      Dev chuckled and smiled at his wife. “We made one smart kid. Our job is done.”

      “You’re so funny, Dad. Can I drop this field now?”

      He paused to glance around at the gathered group. “Everyone good? Haven’t forgotten anything?” When they all shook their heads, he looked over at Maya. “You’re good to go.”

      With a sigh of relief that she felt inside her bones, Maya relaxed the field and allowed the power to return to her core chakra. And registered how low on energy she’d become.

      Almost at the same time, Nik asked, “How much power are you functioning on, Maya?”

      She smiled at him. “Not much. I’m not sure if I need sleep first or fixing up first.”

      “Perhaps you need food and water first. And, a moment to take a breath. Everything else can wait.” Chayya was the voice of reason, and even Leela stilled and then relaxed. Had the goddess not spoken, Maya’s mom would have been fussing over her, giving her no time to collect herself.

      Now, Leela and Nik left the room to prepare the food while Dev settled on the sofa to palpate his wound. Ria was on a seat near the window, eyes closed, though her foot bobbed every now and then to confirm she was still awake. Only Joss remained at Maya’s side, her eyes filled with worry.

      “Joss, you should rest.”

      “I will if you will,” Joss replied, her tone stubborn. Maya would have rolled her eyes if she had the energy. Instead, she simply sighed as her muscles relaxed.

      Then she stiffened, though she didn’t open her eyes. “Shit, I’m probably bleeding all over the sofa.”

      Dev chuckled. “So am I and so is Ria. We shall all bear the responsibility of destroying the furniture.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” Maya mumbled. Darkness had begun to close in on her and she had almost given in when something prodded her arm.

      “Don’t you sleep yet. Food’s here,” said Joss, her tone worried and when Maya opened her eyes, she found her friend staring at her, fear and vampire DNA marring her beautiful face.

      Maya blinked hard and pushed herself to sit back up. On the coffee table was a platter bearing collection of sandwiches ranging from tuna, egg-mayo to cheese and tomato. None were particularly enticing but all food equated to energy and Maya reached for a triangle of egg-mayo.

      “I still think I should take you all to Patala. You will all be safe there,” Nik said, his brow furrowed.

      Maya and Joss exchanged a look. After a moment, Joss gave a quick nod—permission to tell Nik.

      “Kali came to see me but she couldn’t help. Although she has given me some guidance. The demon was given a boon of immortality from Kali.”

      “Which means Kali can’t do anything to end her life,” Nik finished.

      “Exactly.”

      “Who is the demon?” he asked.

      “Name’s Kripali. She’s hella strong too. I’m still amazed Joss was able to stop her from taking control.”

      Nik didn’t reply though he’d blinked the tiniest bit, enough to say that the mahavitala’s name had been familiar.

      Joss shrugged. “I just acted out of instinct. Still not sure what I did. But it didn’t stop her from messing with my body.”

      Chayya shifted from where she’d been standing behind the sofa opposite Maya. She came around to sit beside Joss and take hold of her hand. After a few moments, she laid Joss’s hand back onto her lap and smiled sadly before looking over at Leela and Dev.

      Maya found the action quite poignant, as though even Chayya acknowledged them as Joss’s parents. Chayya said, “I see you are aware.”

      Both parents nodded.

      Nik said, “Aware of what?”

      Dev spoke, relieving Maya of recounting Joss’s condition. He ran through the DNA changes and spoke slowly, given this was the first time Joss was hearing the technical details.

      “She’s messed with my DNA?” asked Joss softly. Then she touched her cheek. “Does that explain why I’m so pale?”

      Dev nodded. “Your DNA has been rewired. And I don’t think it’s reversable.”

      “I’m going to look like this forever?” she asked, her eyes wide with horror.

      Leela sighed and leaned forward. “It’s possibly going to get worse, Joss.”

      “Worse how? I already look like a zombie. Am I going to start shedding skin or something? Do I have to look forward to being a walking skeleton?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then what exactly?” Joss asked, her tone sharp. Then she sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m just….”

      “Don’t worry, Joss,” Dev said. “We’re all on edge right now. And I understand how you feel. Although we would have chosen not to tell you right now, it seemed a little unfair what with the changes you are likely to face.”

      Leela sighed and sent her husband a dark look. “Joss, you need to know exactly what is going to happen to you. Would you like me to speak to you in private?”

      Joss looked around her and then shook her head. “All the people who matter are here, so I think it’s only fair we are all updated.”

      Leela nodded, though her face remained the picture of grief. “While the demon was in possession of your mind, she was also slowly poisoning your body. You all know how the demons and spirits work to take over a mortal’s form, eventually killing the host in order to take full control. So, while you did manage to lock her out of your mind, it left your body vulnerable.”

      “How bad is it?” Joss spoke with zero emotion.

      “It’s bad. And likely not reversible unless there are genetic advances in the near future that could reverse the changes.”

      “So I’m going to turn into a vampire?”

      “Yes.”

      “You weren’t supposed to say yes,” Joss said, her voice almost a whine.

      Maya smiled as her mom chuckled and said, “Sorry, honey. Maybe it’s more sort of than yes. You won’t be the walking dead, by any means. But the texture of your skin will change. And the composition of your blood as well.”

      Joss groaned. “Please don’t tell me I’m going to need human blood to survive? If that happens, I don’t see any of you guys willing to line up and donate.”

      Maya snorted. “I will donate if it comes to that.”

      “Maya. I was joking,” Joss said, glaring at Maya. Then she threw her hands up in the air. “Okay, so I’m guessing I’ll be needing blood then?”

      Leela shook her head. “That part we don’t know. I can only say let’s wait and see.” She looked over at Nik and Chayya. “Nik? You have any ideas of what we should expect?”

      He shook his head. “I wish I could say yes but I’ve never seen a case where the human resisted and still retained control of her mind.” He looked over at Chayya.

      The goddess nodded. “Neither have I. Usually, by now the human host is dead and the demon is in full control. At which time the ingestion of human blood is required in order to keep the body alive. But I am aware of the interaction between the human body and the mind, so I’m certain this is a unique situation.”

      “Yay for Joss. She’s unique,” said Joss with a fake grin. “So how will Joss keep her body alive if it’s already dying?”

      Chayya smiled. “I can only assume you will need transfusions of some sort, either oral or intravenous.”

      Joss made a face. “I’m not gonna be sucking anyone’s blood.” Then she froze, stuck her tongue out and ran them along her teeth, pausing on her canines as she went. “They don’t feel different to me. Are they growing?”

      The goddess chuckled and shook her head. “No, child. They are not. And not all vampiric forms of demons display such things as extended canines. For now, I think you need to retain a strong hold on your mind. I will try to learn more about how to halt the progression of the infection in your body.” Chayya got to her feet and moved toward Maya. “Maya, you need rest. And do not attempt to heal yourself or anyone else. Joss is safe for now as your protection appears to be sustaining itself. Which means you are free to sleep. Though try not to remain unconscious for longer than five hours at a time.”

      Maya nodded and thanked the goddess who waved her off before disappearing. As Chayya faded, she said, “Nikhil will do the healing, Maya. Do not think to disobey me.”

      Maya didn’t reply though Joss was chuckling, and Ria also laughed, raising her head to say, “That goddess has your number, Maya. You’d better obey.”

      Maya made a face at Ria. “To be honest, I don’t have the energy to disobey. I may already be asleep.”

      Leela got to her feet. “I’ll show you girls to your rooms.”

      Maya shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere. The only way I’m going to fall asleep is knowing everyone is here with me. So, I vote pajama party right here.”

      Leela paused and then nodded. “I think that’s an excellent idea. You can hang out here and freshen up as you’re all healed and attended to.” She walked over to Maya and sank down beside her. “I’m going to have to check the wound, which means you’ll need to drop your pants.”

      Maya groaned. “It’s not that bad. The wound is just below my waist, Mom. And I’m wearing gym shorts anyway.”

      Everyone laughed and Maya wondered how her mom could be worried about near nudity at a time like this.

      “I’ll tend to Ria first, if that’s okay,” Nik’s voice cut into the laughter and Maya blinked.

      Dev replied, “Of course. I can wait until you’re done with Maya as well.”

      But his wife replied, “I’ll be the judge of that. I’ll have a look at the damage and decide who needs immediate attention.” Her tone was curt, and her husband took her instruction in his stride, smiling tenderly at her before nodding. “Of course, babe.”

      Maya groaned and covered her eyes. “Ugh, you two. Now is not the time.” Then she moved her hands to cover her ears, making her point even clearer.

      Laughter filled the living room of the safehouse in the mountains, giving them all a brief moment free from fear and worry, and one in which love was the focus of their attention.

      Whether they liked it or not.
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      Maya rested, finding it easy to fall asleep while surrounded by her family, with Sabala watching over them all. Nik worked on Ria’s leg wound and Maya had watched as he’d dulled her pain with his magic and then dug out the bullet before using his fire to start the healing process.

      Ria had sat as still as a statue, not even flinching when Nik had coaxed the bullet out with a pair of sterile forceps. This Ria was tougher, braver than the girl Maya had known through her childhood. So much had changed for all of them.

      Now Maya’s heart tightened as Joss’s toe dug into her thigh. But it wasn’t pain that had elevated the clenching in her chest. Joss was traveling a road that neither Maya nor Ria could walk. She was going to have to brave much of the journey ahead alone, which Maya found incredibly unfair.

      How had this happened to Joss? How had Maya allowed it to happen?

      “Perhaps you need to calm your mind, Maya. None of what has happened is your fault. If anything, your intervention has only helped to make the situation better.” Sabala’s voice was reason and an objective point of view, but had Maya not acted rashly and attacked the demon, the creature wouldn’t have sought refuge in Joss. She could have chosen anyone else and yet Joss had been her victim.

      Maya shut out Sabala’s voice and shifted position as Nik approached her, his smile tender and apologetic as though he knew Ria’s wound had been easy compared to Maya’s own.

      He’d been attending to her dad when she’d fallen asleep and now the bloodstained sofa was empty. Nik touched her arm as her eyes widened. “He’s using the bathroom, getting cleaned up. Your mom is with him so he’s fine.”

      Maya nodded and pushed herself more upright. Ria had fallen asleep, now dressed in a pair of green pajamas, while Joss lay on her back, her pink painted toes tapping Maya’s knee. Nik looked down at the moving toes then met Maya’s eyes.

      He was shaking his head as he gently tapped Joss’s ankle making her reposition herself to accommodate him on the sofa. “It must have hurt but you let her keep doing that?”

      Maya shrugged. “She needs comfort and human contact. It’s just a temporary pain to me but it means so much more to her. To be honest, I’d trade my life for hers if someone told me that was the way to save her.”

      Nik’s lips formed a thin line. She could see admiration in his eyes and admonition too. She was tempted to argue her case but found she was far too tired. Instead, she settled against the cushions and tugged her pants down to reveal her hip bone and the damage to her body.

      “Maya!” Nik hissed his voice loud enough to wake Ria and bring Maya’s parents running. Joss was sitting up too, eyes wide as she peered around him.

      “Maya! What the actual f-” Joss cut off her profanity, but she shouldn’t have bothered because Maya’s dad filled it in for her.

      And even Leela didn’t flinch when he swore and rushed over to Maya’s side. “I’m not sure if I should spank you or ground you.”

      “Maybe you should do both,” suggested Nik as everyone stared down at Maya’s bare hipbone and the flesh and bone ripped apart by three bullets.

      Not that they knew yet how many had hit her. The agent had been a crack shot and he’d hit his mark three times in a row in the few seconds it had taken for her to drop the barrier for her parents to get inside its protection.

      She gritted her teeth as her mom slid the waistband of her trackpants a little lower. “Maya. How many bullets hit you?”

      Maya shrugged. “Two. Three. Not sure. What difference does it make? I’m still alive.”

      Nik muttered something under his breath and then probed the edges of Maya’s wounds. She tried to bite down on the pain, but her energy was all but drained.

      “Lie still and breathe slowly,” Nik said as he sent bursts of his own healing fire into her wound.

      Pain flared and she could almost identify the exact positioning of the three bullets, understanding now what Nik had done. He’d used his fire almost like the way a whale or a bat would use sonar.

      Pretty cool trick.

      Maya lay as still as possible and breathed through the pain, trying to separate herself from her body just enough that the agony wouldn’t eat at her last energy reserves. She’d have to keep those for Joss.

      She must have spoken her thoughts aloud as Joss’s voice cut into her thoughts. “Maya, I can manage for a while without you helping me keep her out. Can you just focus on getting through the surgery?”

      “Listen to her, Maya,” Nik coaxed gently. “I’ll help her to hold back the demon if it comes to that, but right now I’m focusing on propping your strength up. If you don’t help me, I’ll run out eventually. I’m not as powerful as you are with your fire.”

      Nik’s words echoed around Maya, like words yelled down a long dark tunnel. She frowned and blinked hard trying to focus on his voice, but in the distance, she could hear the sound of laughter.

      Cackling laughter that ripped into her heart.

      The demon was there with them.

      Panicking, terrified for Joss and for the rest of the family, Maya sat straight up so fast her head pounded. She held her skull and pushed her feet off the sofa to the floor but as her vision focused, she stopped moving.

      The living room was dark and silent, the sound of soft snoring from her dad playing chorus to the wind outside as it rattled through the branches of the trees hemming the house in.

      Out the window, the inky sky was lighter on the horizon, and Maya realized she’d passed out before Nik had completed his surgery. She pressed her hand to her head and looked over at Joss to find her friend watching her with narrowed eyes.

      Maya frowned, her first thought that the demon had now taken over Joss. Then Joss spoke, “I told him he either he had to knock you out or I would,” she whispered, her gaze softening. “You’re a stubborn b-word, Maya.”

      Maya rolled her eyes but didn’t complain about being knocked out without prior consent. “Actually, I’m glad. I’d about run out of energy. How long have I been asleep?”

      “An hour, I think.”

      “Geez. This night has been far too long for my liking.”

      “Agreed. Now maybe you need to get some proper sleep. Nik’s snoozing over there so he’s probably going to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed when you wake up.”

      “He’s sleeping? Was it that bad for him?”

      “Think just because he’s a demigod that he won’t need to recover? That surgery was tough on all of us.” There was an odd edge to Joss’s voice, a hollowness that made Maya pay closer attention to her friend, worrying now that something was wrong, and Joss wasn’t saying.

      Maya shook her head. “Aren’t gods supposed to be super powerful? Even demi ones?” she whispered back, hoping if she could keep Joss talking, then she’d figure out what was troubling her.

      “I would think since he’s only half god, he’d still suffer a few mortal afflictions,” she replied with a smile, which Maya noted was quite forced.

      Maya studied her for a long moment. “You okay?”

      Joss stilled, a dead giveaway that something was up but she didn’t want to discuss it. Now she shook her head. “Nope. Just tired.”

      “I can tell you’re lying,” Maya muttered, but exhaustion was pulling at her again and she couldn’t hold it at bay.
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      When Maya woke, the sun was streaming into the empty living room, the warm rays soaking into her skin. She pushed off the covers and got to her feet slowly, testing her strength before she ended up falling on her face.

      Thankfully, she didn’t pass out.

      Sabala looked up at her from where he’d been sleeping not an arm’s length from her. He didn’t say anything though, not even in greeting, but she let him be.

      She was walking toward the kitchen when Nik almost slammed into her with the two cups of coffee he was holding. “Morning,” he said, passing her a cup.

      Maya accepted the coffee and followed him as he went to the ranch slider and opened it. Sabala trotted after them, then turned back as though he understood they needed their time alone.

      Nik walked across the deck and rested his elbows on the railing, staring out at the stunning view. How strange was it that at the worst moment of their lives, when they were immersed in turmoil and betrayal and pain, they found themselves in one of the most beautiful places nature could provide?

      There must be something ironically poetic about it. Or poetically ironic.

      Maya shook her head free from the thoughts and sipped the coffee while inhaling the scent of pine and oak and moss. “If I had a choice in the location of my death, then I guess this place suits.”

      “Stop being melodramatic.”

      Maya smiled at him. “I’m kidding.” But only a little, she thought.

      Nik looked at Maya for a few uncomfortably long seconds then turned to study the view again. “You should not have hidden the severity of your wounds.”

      “I was fine,” she replied curtly.

      “Reckless is what you were. If you pushed yourself too far and died as a result, who would have been there to save your family?”

      Maya was about to retort that she wouldn’t have died but then she fell silent. “You’re right. I guess I thought I could handle it.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Huh? Suddenly you can read my mind?”

      “I know you, Maya. Even if you knew you were mortally wounded, you would have kept going if you thought you’d be saving your family. It’s one thing to want to save the lives of those you love but another entirely if such an act endangers all their lives.”

      “Are you trying to say losing one is better than losing all of them?” Maya snapped, anger filling her voice.

      He was right and he knew it. Which was why he tucked her hair around her ear and cupped her cheek, his skin warm from the heat of the coffee cup. “I’m going to arrange a squad from my royal guard to watch the property. And Chayya will return soon. I believe she’s doing some research regarding the process to free Joss.”

      “And while you’re gone you want me to rest and recuperate?” Maya asked, her tone cooler than she’d intended, although her heart had warmed with his thoughtfulness.

      He didn’t appear to mind, instead drawing her into a half hug, arm slung around her shoulders. “Ria’s on the mend and fuming, so demons and agents better watch out. Your parents are working on fixing your electronics, and your father is confident that he’ll be able to keep you all off the grid and safe. But they have agreed that Patala is an option.”

      “And Joss? You’d better not be telling me you’re willing to sacrifice her safety and leave her behind because I can tell you now I won’t leave her.”

      Nik shook his head, a sudden breeze lifting his hair and tossing the dark curls about. “I wouldn’t dare. I will take her to my mother where she will be perfectly safe. And you can stay with her if you want. The property is protected by the royal guard as well as the gods’ magic. Joss will be fine there even if you have to leave for short periods.”

      “And how long is this for? I get the feeling you believe she’ll never be cured.”

      “Not cured entirely. I am certain we will find a way to cast the demon out, but the damage done to her body….”

      “What about the amrita? I helped save the goddess Varuni, so surely she’d be open to giving Joss some of the nectar,” Maya said hopefully.

      Nik nodded and she let out a relieved breath as he said, “I don’t think she’d say no, but be prepared for it to be only a temporary solution.”

      Maya bit her lip. “Gosh, you’re a bit of a bummer.”

      “Sorry, Maya. I don’t want to give any of you false hope.”

      Maya let him take her coffee out of her hand and set it on the railing. Then he wrapped her in his arms and held her tight as though attempting to send his own energy into her body by his touch.

      And it seemed to work.

      When he released her moments later, Maya looked up at him. “Thanks. We couldn’t have gotten to safety without you. And Chayya.”

      Nik smiled. “Anything for you and your family, Maya. Now I’d better get moving so I can arrange your protection quickly. I’ll try to get back soon.” He stepped away and disappeared, giving her a wave before he’d completely gone.

      Maya grabbed his cup and took it inside, muttering to herself about having to clean up after him. As she entered the kitchen expecting to see Joss, she found Ria at the table, frowning at her oatmeal. Sabala sat a foot away, watching Ria intently though she didn’t appear troubled by the hellhound’s scrutiny.

      “What’s up? Don’t like oats?”

      “No. It’s Joss. She didn’t sound…right. She walked out in the middle of our conversation as though she hadn’t even heard me.”

      “Where did she go?”

      “Said she was taking a shower.”

      “I’ll go check on her,” Maya said. As she spun on her heel to go in search of Joss, the sound of a car engine shattered the peaceful stillness of the wilderness morning. Her first thought was that her dad was testing the car out to make sure it was running in case they needed to leave in a hurry.

      But then her dad walked into the kitchen a second later, frowning as he too looked outside, drawn by the sound of the car. “Is that Nik with the car?”

      Maya was about to say ‘No,’ then didn’t bother. Instead, she fled the kitchen, racing out of the living room and down the stairs to the basement and garage. The roller door was wide open, and she caught sight of the taillights of a Range Rover as it sped off.

      Without thinking, Maya spun around, spotted the keys on a line of hooks and snatched up a set. Her dad had thought ahead with three cars and two motorcycles in the garage, preparing for a variety of scenarios.

      Maya sprinted for the first motorcycle, tested the key to make sure it matched then swung a leg over the seat. “You’re not going without me,” Ria yelled, grabbing the keys for the second bike and climbing on. Maya didn’t waste time telling her to stay behind.

      The girls were halfway down the drive, wheels kicking up dust and gravel when they heard the second Rover fire up. Dev was following which was good. They had no clue where they were, and neither did Joss.

      What the hell was she thinking?
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      Ria and Maya sped along the road following Joss all the way into the town at the bottom of the mountain. Though the streets were a maze and the town didn’t appear to be the safest place on the planet, the girls didn’t take long to spot Joss as she weaved through the narrow streets and hung a left into an alley. Thankfully, at this time of the morning the streets were fairly empty with only a handful of pedestrians turning to stare as the vehicles sped past.

      Sabala was following, and Maya could see him flit through the shadows, appearing and disappearing as he kept pace with her. When Joss took the alley, Maya skidded to a stop and yelled out to Ria who slowed as she neared them.

      “Go around. Maybe we can cut her off but be careful. Let’s try not to kill each other in the process.”

      Just as Ria took off, an explosion rocked the ground, shattering a few windows in the vicinity of the alleyway. Maya’s heart tightened and she parked the bike and raced down the narrow lane toward the sound of roaring flames. As she turned the corner, Maya stumbled to a stop almost falling on her face. She caught herself in time, and just stared at the scene before her.

      She’d found Joss.

      Sabala came to a stop at Maya’s side where she stood frozen in place at the entrance to the alley where the car had taken a sharp turn. Now Maya forced her panic deep inside herself as she stared down the alley at the two demons she faced.

      I suggest you take care how you deal with these two. They have come with a purpose and are certainly no low-level buffoons, despite their appearances.

      Sabala’s words were spoken in the same tone one would use when attempting to cajole a wild animal. The hellhound certainly knew Maya well enough to understand that the only thing she wanted to do at that moment was to rip these two creature limb from limb.

      They’d emerged in the alley as if from nowhere but it made sense now.

      I don’t think Joss would have anticipated running off would bring these creeps out of the woodwork,” Maya said, eyes focused on the creatures staring her down right then, “They were on Joss’s tail for all that time, running her down at the end of a dingy alley in a questionable part of town where secrets and innocents go to die.

      Waxing poetic are we? asked Sabala, a smirk in his voice.

      Maya’s lungs burned and she ignored the smartass of a hellhound. Her ankle hurt where she’d twisted it when she’d almost fallen on her face, and so did her hip, but she ignored the injuries and the pain. These assholes wanted Joss for whatever reason and Maya wasn’t about to let them take her friend.

      The demon on the left—pale skin glistening with sweat, red eyes narrowing—shifted his head slightly to meet her gaze, his lip curling, his expression almost impatient and very much arrogant, as though he couldn’t be bothered to waste his precious time dealing with the likes of her. Arrogant, as though he believed she was a mere human he could squash beneath his heel without a care in the world.

      Well, he certainly had another think coming.

      Sabala snuffed and tossed his head as though he knew what Maya was thinking. All the same, the hellhound had cloaked himself in a glamor that was strong enough to protect him from the demons now staring at Maya.

      Good plan, hellhound.

      Maya stiffened her spine as the pale demon moved his broad-shouldered bulk, turning to face her head on while his partner backed away a couple steps. The pair were dressed in garments that were definitely not of this world; pants that were a patchwork of multi-shaded strips of leather all sewn together with ragged stitching, and a matching waistcoat revealing bare skin carved with tattoos and dark markings.

      Gold, silver and copper rings and studs dotted every available surface of their bodies including their bare toes, the sight making Maya choke down her laughter at the incongruity of seeing a demon’s bejewelled toes.

      Beyond the pale demon, Maya saw the Rover spotlighted by the glow from a back-door security-light. The car had stalled diagonally across the alleyway, the front left corner crumpled like an accordion, having met the wall at high speed.

      Steam escaped from the hood, though the engine still rumbled loud enough to spell more danger, especially with air pungent with the stench of burnt rubber mixed with gasoline.

      The vehicle had taken a beating and Maya’s heart tightened. The state of the car implied Joss may not be in the best of health—if Maya ever got around to saving her.

      Then again, almost-vampire Joss may well be unhurt.

      Still, what would Maya do if Joss was hurt? Or worse, what if she’d lost her best friend who she’d just believed she’d saved.

      Maya gritted her teeth and refused to think those thoughts. It was unthinkable. Not after everything she’d been through since she’d received these powers, not after all she’d done for the various gods who’d asked her for help. Would they leave her in the lurch, remove their assistance when she needed them most?

      She truly had no idea. And she had no time to stand around praying for a fracking miracle. Joss’s life was at stake and no amount of praying and bargaining was going to change the situation. Only Maya could change it, if she did something herself.

      God helps those who help themselves, right?

      Fire hummed within Maya’s veins and she was ready to take on this oaf and get him out of her way. She had to get to Joss before the car exploded.

      Don’t get cocky. These guys aren’t  your average layabout loser rakshasas. They are well capable of giving even the Hand of Kali a run for her money. And perhaps it would be wise to consider that this could be a trap. They could have used Joss to get you to come right to them. Sabala’s words reined in Maya’s reckless thoughts and she clenched her jaw.

      She hated that the hellhound was right. And Sabala was saying nothing that Maya herself had not already considered. And she’d still walked right into what could have been a trap because Joss was more important that Maya’s own life.

      Joss had fled the safehouse, probably under some misguided intention of keeping Maya and everyone else safe. But Joss hadn’t realised she would be exposing herself and the people she wanted to keep safe, to a terrible danger.

      Maya was beginning to wonder now if these demons were after Joss at all. Their sudden appearance reminded Maya of another pair of minions summoned by Kripal in the toyshop basement.

      Were these demons just tracking their mistress?

      But nothing mattered now other than making sure that Joss was okay. And of course wiping the floor with the two demon asshats staring her down.

      Now, Maya took a deep breath and focused on the air before her. She didn’t want to give away her fire just yet, so instead she streamed the heated energy from within her core into the air, guiding it into the general size and shape of a badass sword. Or so she hoped. She wasn’t skilled enough with this type weapon formation, having stuck with what she knew worked for her. And now cursed her previous reluctance to learn.

      One day her stupid stubbornness was going to be the death of her.

      She watched the air, willing the energy to obey her command. If movement hadn’t been out of the question, she would have crossed her fingers for good luck.

      Maya held her breath and focused. To her own eye, the air between herself and the first demon shifted and undulated like liquid, revealing the shape and form of the weapon—but only because she could read her own energy emissions so well.

      Still, she couldn’t assume these demons were not trained enough or skilled enough with magic to sense what she was doing. Which meant she needed to work fast in order to take them by surprise.

      As she let out a low breath, she thrust the sword of heated air at the first demon, catching him off guard because she hadn’t move a muscle. As if out of nowhere, a wound appeared in the demon’s face, his left eye and half of his cheekbone sliced clean off.

      The odor of cooking meat filled the alley, churning Maya’s stomach enough to make her want to throw up. She focused instead on the injured demon who stared around him, stunned at the wound that had come out of thin air. Spinning on his heel, he glared at Maya and then boosted into a run, some part of him certain that she was the cause of that injury.

      He didn’t get far.

      After two steps he faltered and let out a stunned croak. Then he came to a standstill, hands reaching up to his throat where his skin simmered. A bloody gash appeared, skin bulging and bubbling, blood spilling out and onto his chest.

      His eyes widened, just as red as the blood now leaking from his body, though they held just enough surprise to confirm that Maya had succeeded and caught him unawares.

      She’d caught herself unawares too.

      She hadn’t meant to use her fire to slit the demons throat. The act seemed brutal, something she didn’t consider part of her job. But she’d done it, and she’d succeeded in eliminate one of the two obstacles to saving Joss.

      And she probably wouldn’t be so lucky with the demons friend who was now growling and flexing his muscles, eyes flicking to his partner and then to Maya, filled with both fury and doubt.

      The first demon now toppled forward onto his knees, the bones cracking loudly as they hit the concrete. Maya’s magical sword had carved a gash in his throat through which she could see Joss in the front seat of the Rover, finally regaining consciousness.

      Sabala, make sure she doesn’t move and draw their attention.

      The hellhound didn’t respond though Maya had confidence in him enough to know he’d already be at Joss’s side attempting to keep her calm.

      The remaining demon let out a guttural laugh. “So you know some magic, pathetic human. I can show you magic.” As he spoke, he thrust out his palms producing half a dozen spikes which he let loose in Maya’s direction.

      She couldn’t play games anymore. Not when this demon decided to play hardball.
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      Maya moved fast, arcing her hands around and drawing her fire from the deepest parts of her. Her hand glowed hot with fire though she’d keep the flames at bay, toning down the ferocity to appear more magical than something capable of decimating the entire city.

      Just as the barrage of spikes reached a foot from her, she thrust her hands apart then brought them together slamming palm against palm to create a burst of heated energy that rippled through the alley with a loud thunderous clap.

      She’d wanted her fire to create a sound so loud that the demon would be incapacitated, only that wasn’t what happened. The deadly spikes disintegrated into dust and floated to the ground, while the demon froze in place, stunned as the spokes on his arms also disappeared in dozens of puffs of dark smoke.

      Maya ignored them and strode forward, casting her hands around again before flinging a burst of power straight at the remaining demon. She didn’t have time to play games anymore and if she left him alive he’d most definitely make it hard for her to get Joss to safety.

      She was getting so tired of having to keep fighting to keep herself and her friends breathing.

      Maya’s fire spewed forth and hit the demon again, this time turning him into a cloud of dust and embers, but even as the remains of the creature floated to the ground she was walking on, striding through his remains straight to the car.

      A part of her brain wanted to know what was wrong with her. Was she losing it? Or simply taking out her grief at Joss’s condition on these two unsuspecting demons? And even if that were the case, how was she able to deliver their deaths with such ruthlessness?

      Was she going to end up turning into something the she wouldn’t like, that Kali wouldn’t like?

      Maya had to focus, had to stop distracting herself. She could feel the heat  boiling near the engine and she swallowed hard. “We have to get her out of there fast. This things gonna blow.”

      But as Maya rushed toward the car, the air beyond the crumpled vehicle shimmered and another demon appeared, this one amored and armed with a sword in each hand.

      Crap.

      What she wouldn’t do now for a trip out of this crappy situation from Chayya or Nik. But neither of them were available and Maya was most certainly on her own here. And so was Joss. Ria hadn’t arrived yet, and neither had Maya’s dad who’d been in the second Rover just behind them.

      The heat emanating from the car increased to a point that made even Maya flinch. And then something exploded and the front of the car was engulfed in flames.

      “Joss!” Maya screamed and ran forward, no longer caring that she’d reveal to these creatures what powers she possessed. Her only thought was for Joss’s safety. And Sabala’s, though she was pretty certain the hellhound was capable of getting to safety just fine.

      As she ran, Maya flung half a dozen balls of flame at the demon who’d been standing on the other side of the car and smirking. Asshole. Did he really think one explosion would stop Maya from taking him on?

      Yes, if that explosion had killed Joss.

      Maya ignored the thoughts, extended her hand and tipped her palm open. As she uncurled her fingers she flung a thin line of molten fire at the demon, imbuing her magic with enough heat that when it struck the creature’s neck it did exactly what Maya had wanted—it took his head clean off.

      Though satisfied with her work, both the intention and it’s execution, Maya kept walking, moving past the demon, she ignored the thudding of the creature’s head as it hit the street and rolled to the side, ignored the hollow thunk as the demon’s body fell to the ground.

      She shifted into a run and raced to Joss’s side of the car, registering the pulsing of heat that billowed out at her from the front of the vehicle as she approached the driver’s side door. Maya knew full well the danger it spelled, but she needed more than anything else to get Joss to safety first.

      But inside the car, Joss’s head hung, chin to her chest as she leaned unconscious, and at an awkward angle over the centre console. “Joss,” Maya shouted as she tugged on the car handle, uncaring now even if a host of demons decided to materialise around her. “Joss, you have to get up.”

      Maya reached through the broken window, avoiding the jagged shards of glass that still remained embedded within the doorframe. She grabbed her friend’s shoulder and squeezed gently, holding back the urge to shake Joss awake.

      Inside the car, Joss moaned, eyes fluttered open as she turned to look around her. “What….?”

      “Stay still, I need to know if you’re injured before I move you,” Maya said, her mind awhirl with trying to figure out how to get Joss free from the car. It wasn’t as though she had a jaws-of-life in her back pocket, ready and waiting to be used at just the right moment.

      Joss grunted and nodded though she didn’t obey Maya’s instruction. “I’m fine. I’m not hurt. What in the world is going on and why is it so hot?”

      Maya snorted. “The car’s on fire, for one. And two, I’m using my fire to kill the demons who want to kill your ass, so if you don’t mind, can we get you out of here? You can complain about the weather later.”

      I suggest we get away now. The conflagration has reached its hottest point and will soon explode.

      Maya rolled her eyes as she faced the door, eyes scanned the crumpled metal. It was pointless trying to figure out how it was wedged in and which particular direction she had to pull to get it free.

      There wasn’t time to think things through anyway. Maya focused the head of her fire into her palms, then placed her hands onto the metal. Joss was slumped near the centre of the car so she was far enough away to not be burned.

      Still, Maya kept one eye on her BFF as she sent a steady pulsing of heat into the metal. It didn’t take long for her to feel the metal give and then sag away from her hand just the tiniest bit.

      If someone had told Maya a year ago that she’d be able to melt a freaking car door, she would have laughed in their face. But then, she had begun this whole journey by burning a guy to ash so she supposed a car door was nothing in comparison.

      Yet, Maya still felt a ripple of excitement as the metal dulled, as it changed to a soft pliable form allowing her to shove it aside. It folded in on itself, turning solid as Maya removed her heated energy and focused on Joss.

      She leaned into the car and grabbed a hold of Joss around her waist and began to drag her out. As her friend slipped free from behind the wheel, Maya let out a breath of relief.

      Holding tight to Joss, Maya turned on her heel and began to walk away. Then she stilled and her eyes widened.

      Perhaps it was the hair on her arms that stood on end, or the odd buzzing in her ears, or maybe it was the way the air around the car sort of sucked in on itself and became a vacuum of sound.

      But Maya just knew the car was about to explode.

      Pure instinct took over and Maya drew her fire energy around her as she dropped to the ground on her knees, arm still tight around Joss’s waist. Her only though being to get Joss out of the blast radius when the car blew, she’d moved fast, taken no care to ensure that Joss didn’t get hurt as they hit concrete. But a few bruised knees were the last things they should be worrying about.

      Buffeted by the force of the explosion, they landed on the now warm ground, both breathing hard. Joss lifted her head, twisting to look around and let out a oomph as she stared at something beyond Maya’s shoulder, her face a picture of stunned surprise. “Maya? What are you doing?”

      Maya frowned. “Saving your life, bestie,” she replied sharply, the lull in her energy getting to her. “Geez, this is the thanks I get?”

      Joss scowled at Maya briefly before her gaze focused above the girls’ heads. “Will you shut up and look?”

      Maya frowned at Joss’s bad language but she obeyed and looked up, curious at what had stunned her friend so badly as to call forth expletives.

      “What the frack?” Maya whispered as she stared at the small shield of shimmering air she’d created which that encapsulated the two girls. It was small, just wide enough to allow a handbreadth of space between the girls’ bodies and its surface.

      Protected by the dome, neither of the girls felt the heat of the explosion or the roaring fire that surrounded them.
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      The living room of the safehouse was silent as Maya paced, her anger simmering dangerously close to the surface. “What the hell were you thinking, Joss? You could have been killed.”

      Joss only shook her head. “I didn’t want you all to continue to be in danger because of me. So I figured I’d leave you all and take that danger away.”

      “Why would you do such a thing when you know we’re working on a plan to kick that demon out?”

      Joss looked away and her eyes settled on Ria who bore a bruise on her forehead and wore a sling around her left arm. She been broadsided by a small pickup as she’d rounded the block, though strangely enough the owner of the truck didn’t seem to exist.

      Maya’s dad had stopped to attend to Ria, which was the only reason they’d been safe from the explosion and the resulting fire. Maya’s shield had remained in place until the fire had burned itself off, by which time her dad had managed to find the girls in the alley, with Ria’s directions of course.

      “I’m sorry,” Joss said softly. “I didn’t expect what happened. I guess I’m more of a danger to you guys when I’m not with you.”

      Maya snorted. “Look. I think you may be onto something though. Those demons were following you but I don’t think they were there randomly, or that they were stalking you.”

      “What do you mean?” Leela asked. She’d been sitting on the sofa in silence, as though she didn’t want to move or speak in case the temporary peace in the room was shattered.

      Maya looked at her mom. “I think Kripali called the demons to her. I think they found Joss because the demon summoned her minions. I’m not sure that Joss’s location made her vulnerable because I can’t make sense of it right now, which also means there is a good chance Kripali will summon demons even while Joss is here with us.”

      Dev nodded. “Okay. The danger is only increasing. So Maya, why don’t you try tossing this mahavitala the hell out of Joss’s mind. Chayya left a note for you that says what you need to do. Of course, it’s possible that it won’t work.”

      “In which case, we may all die,” offered Maya.

      “You’re being a bit dramatic, Maya,” said Ria, though she immediately glanced down at her arm in its sling and looked like she  wanted to take her words back.

      “Okay, where’s Chayya’s list? Let’s see if we need anything to get this thing started.” Leela handed over a sheet of yellowed paper on which Chayya and written a set of bulleted instructions, which wasn’t much at all. Maya squinted at the writing. “This doesn’t tell me anything more than what I already know how to do with my fire.”

      Dev rubbed his face. “Chayya did say it was possible you already know how. And that if that was the case, you’d have to learn better control in order to harness the power that you’d need to oust Kripali.”

      Maya nodded and dropped the note on the coffee table. Then she looked at Joss. “Do you want to be horizontal or vertical?”

      “Huh?” asked Joss, eyes narrowed in confusion.

      “Lie down or sit?”

      “Oh,” replied Joss sheepishly. “Lie down is probably best.” Joss shifted around and lifted her feet up off the floor. She lay back and lay her head on the pillow. “Right, let’s do this.”

      Maya nodded and settled on her knees beside Joss. Sabala came to her side and said, “Chayya is right. You have the skills hidden in your mind, and you saw for yourself how much raw power you have. I believe wholeheartedly that you need to focus on what you want and take it. That is the power of the goddess Kali imbued within your blood and your spirit and your heart.”

      Maya nodded. Okay, I’ll do it. Can you open a portal or something to Patala so I can send her through?

      I can only use a pathway to Patala. But if I go through, she’d have a path of least resistance to follow.

      Ok. That’s a good plan then. I’ll let you know when. Maya took a deep breath. “Everyone is protected, so I can go ahead. Joss, I’m going to be using a lot of power on the demon. You need to remain strong and keep the ward around your mind as strong as you can. Sabala can tell me if you’re in any danger.”

      Joss nodded and shifted her head on the cushion behind her. “I’m ready.”

      Maya glanced around and met her dad’s eyes. “Did the royal guard arrive?”

      “Of course. They’re all in position and will fire on anyone who threatens our lives.”

      “Good. I’m ready. I don’t know how long this will last.” And before her parents decided that they should be saying goodbye or hug her, Maya held onto Joss’s temples and sank into her mind.

      The process was familiar enough and Maya could almost see the pathways to the result she needed. But as she worked to push past the demons defences she heard voices in the background, as though someone was in the room with her parents and they were having a disagreement.

      But Maya couldn’t allow herself to be distracted.

      Step by step, she inched closer to Kripali, cutting off the demon’s access to the other parts of Joss’s mind which she’d been using to hide within. For a while this inside of Joss’s mind was oddly silent, but then, without warning the demon began to scream, loud, ear-shatteringly loud.

      Maya ignored the blood trickling from her ears and she remained focused on Kripali who was slamming herself around inside Joss’s mind like a caged animal.

      Pain exploded inside Maya head and she gritted her teeth.

      Pain was good. Pain meant she was still alive. So she breathed and pushed at the demon. Removing the mahavitala wasn’t about rituals or knowledge of demons. It was about slow, steady compartmentalisation. Pushing the demon back then shutting the access, then pushing further and closing down more access points.

      And soon Kripali was screaming, panic, terror, fury all churning inside Joss’s head trying to slam Maya down. But it didn’t work. And with the same instinct with which she’d lopped off a demon’s head and thrown an energy field up to protect herself and Joss from a burning fire, Maya thrust the mahavitala out of her friend’s mind.

      Maybe Maya’s own fury had helped her exorcise the demon from Joss. Or maybe it was something entirely different. Whatever it was, Maya watched as the demon flew away from her, as the creature spun inside a whirlwind of energy unable to defend herself against Maya’s onslaught.

      And then, with a force Maya was sure was enough to explode a house, she threw Kripali out of Joss’s mind and then yelled for Sabala. Maya couldn’t see what was happening to the demon, nor was she able to tell if Sabala had begun to transport himself to Patala.

      It was only a vague sensation deep inside Maya that told her Joss was freed from the persecution of the mahavitala. And Maya felt lighter, happier as she drew herself out of Joss’s thoughts.

      When Maya’s awareness of the room around her returned, she was stunned to find Claudia in her wheelchair, arguing with Maya’s parents. Maya looked around the living room to find an equally stunned Joss regaining consciousness and staring at the argument.

      Ria scooted over to the girls. “She came while you two were out. Said she had to confirm for herself that you all were alive or she wouldn’t be able to rest. She was terrified that you’d all been killed and she said KALIMA claimed to have no knowledge of the cause of the explosion at the house or the reasons for our disappearance. Not sure if your parents bought that, but they wanted to know how she found this place because your dad was pretty certain he never mentioned it to anyone other than your mom. Also, they didn’t mention anything to Claudia about suspecting the board was responsible for the house blowing up.”

      “The fact the we up and disappeared like that would tell anyone from KALIMA who is after us that we are onto them,” Joss replied and Maya could only agree.

      Ria merely nodded then said, “Well, Claudia claimed your mom mentioned it at some point. She insisted she came alone, and your dad checked and it does look like she’s telling the truth. She even offered for your dad to check her and her devices for bugs.”

      “Did she drive here on her own?” asked Maya.

      Ria nodded. “You know she’s got that souped up car of hers so she can drive.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. Does she have backup hiding in the woods somewhere?”

      The Royal Guard would have apprehended anyone lurking in the vicinity of the house. So, as we’ve not seen them report in with trespassers, we can safely assume Claudia is alone.

      Maya sighed as she watched her parents’ tense discussion with her aunt. Something was bugging her about Claude’s arrival but she couldn’t put a finger on it. “I guess we have to take her word for it,” she said quietly.

      Joss tapped Maya on the arm. “Well, whatever Claude does or doesn’t do, I know one thing,” Joss said, her eyes free of fear and worry for the first time in days.

      “Which is?” asked Maya warily.

      Joss threw her arms around each of her friends who sat on either side of her. She squeezed them both hard enough to elicit a chorus of groans and complaints, then gave a happy laugh.

      “I think I’m going to make one heckuva badass motherfluffin’ vampire demon hunter.”
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      The girls had laughed when Joss had claimed she’d make one heckuva badass motherfluffin’ vampire demon hunter. And Maya suspected the words were truer than Joss even realized.

      She gave Joss a hug, happiness and relief filling her because she’d saved her friend.

      The next thing the girls knew, Claudia was rolling her wheelchair out of the living room and Dev was seeing her out. Maya’s mom stood frozen on the spot for a while and then let out a weary sigh. She walked over to the sofa opposite Maya and sank into it, rubbing her temples as though she’d just gotten a super bad headache.

      The air beside Maya shimmered as Sabala returned. Maya asked, “Did it work? Is she in Patala?”

      The hellhound shook his head and said, “Maya, unfortunately there is no way for me to tell if she went through or not. My using the pathway was simply to allow her the path of least resistance. We can only hope that she did take it.”

      Maya’s dad had walked into the living room in time to catch Sabala’s announcement and he paused beside his wife. The couple shared a strange look, which only worried Maya even more. Claude had come here out of the blue and left her parents upset and off balance.

      Then Maya stiffened with shock as it just hit her what had been bugging her. She looked at her parents. “Did Claude get a protection tattoo or something to keep her mind safe from demonic access? I mean, she was in the field a lot.”

      Leela shook her head. “Not all agents have the protection tattoo. Claudia was a devoted follower of Kali but she didn’t complete the full process. She fell ill, and I remember she didn’t receive the protection from the Mother. And then the Mother died and things started to happen.”

      “And one thing led to another?” said Maya, worried now.

      Leela frowned. “Why do you ask, Maya?”

      Maya studied all the faces in the room. “Joss is safe. Kripali was thrown out of Joss’s mind. And Sabala opened the pathway to Patala for us too. We all had some form of protection with tattoos and things, so I didn’t worry that someone in the house would end up being possessed if Kripali decided not to return to Patala. ”

      Maya didn’t need to voice the rest of her fears. They couldn’t be sure though, not until time passed and they could verify it.

      But there was a very real possibility that Kripali never went to Patala. There was a very real possibility that the mahavitala who had turned Joss into a vampire had found herself another host.

      Inside Aunt Claudia.
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        Maya and her family have trouble on their tail, and they’ll have to get creative in order to ensure they stay alive long enough to figure how to deal with the KALIMA board and who is behind poisoning the minds of Dev & Leela’s friends and employees.

        Joss is left with having to deal with the changes her body is undergoing, and she may end up rethinking her statement that she’s going to make an awesome vampire demon hunter.

        Ria can’t go back to the compound in India either, and she’ll need to figure out how to handle being on the run, and facing all the changes in Maya’s life the she’d not been privy to. At least she’s gotten over the worst part aka the talking four-eyed hellhound.

        And Maya has her plate full. Even if she thought that one day she’d stop blaming herself for Joss’s condition, Maya realises she was just kidding herself. Watching Joss change, physically and emotionally, is far too hard on her. And watching a friend suffer can lead a person to do desperate things. And when you’re the Hand of Kali and can wield fire, read minds, and find demons by smelling their blood, it probably means you’re kinda dangerous. And after the way Maya lopped off one demon’s head and slit another’s throat she’s not sure if she even recognises herself anymore. How far will she go to fix things, and will she only end up making it all worse?

        You can find out in Gods & Mortals - Hand of Kali #7

        which releases Nov 2019

      

        

      
        In the meantime, let’s talk about a certain sexy Demigod - Hand of Kali #6.

        Being the son of the god of the underworld isn't an easy thing. Just ask Nikhil.

        Charged with helping the Hand of Kali, a human girl named Maya Rao, Nikhil is destined for a world of trouble. Nevermind that he's playing hide-and-seek with his immortality, balancing his responsibilities to his mortal mother and his father, Lord Yama, God of Justice, Ruler of Patala.

        But now, trouble is brewing in the realm of the gods and Nik may find himself right in the thick of it. And he has to be careful, so whatever problems he has, he’s going to have to deal with them so they don’t get in the way of his most important responsibility—to Maya
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        Also, if you want more to read along the lines of the Hand of Kali Series then the Valkyrie Novels would be perfect.

        She’s Odin’s favorite & Loki’s Nemesis.

        She’s your average girl-next-door just trying to find herself until…

        She got wings.

        Now, everything she believed was wrong.

        Myths are not fairy tale.

        Gods are not make-believe.

        She’s a Valkyrie.

        And Ragnarok is coming.
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        My heart is currently broken in two. One half resides in South Africa where my old roots still remain, and my heart still longs for the endless beaches and the smell of moist soil after a summer downpour. My love for Ma Afrika will never fade. The other half of me has been transplanted to the Land of the Long White Cloud. The land of the Taniwha, beautiful Maraes, and volcanoes. The land of green, pure beauty that truly inspires. And because I am so torn between these two lands – I shall forever remain cross-eyed.

      

        

      
        Stalk Tee here:

        www.tgayer.com

        tee@tgayer.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: Goodreads] Goodreads

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        tgayer.com

        Tee’s Blog

        Tee’s Newsletter

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        SPIRIT & SOUL

        A HAND OF KALI NOVEL BOOK 5

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2019 by T.G. Ayer

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      
        
        Cover art by T.G. Ayer

        Cover art © T.G. Ayer. All rights reserved.

        Edited by J.C. Hart

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        License Notes

        This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to the Retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, places, businesses, characters and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, actual events or locales is purely coincidental.

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg







images/00004.jpeg
& INFINITE
3 IN





images/00003.jpeg
INFINITE
INK
BOOKS






images/00006.jpeg
o / i
A VALKYRIE NOVEL BOOK ONE





images/00005.gif





images/00008.jpeg
UHobon Fontasry « Poransimol Romonce
Youvng Hdatt Tantasy





images/00007.gif





