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For the Buffy fans, the Supernatural nerds, and the monster geeks who always knew the truth:


South Asian babes do it better.













Content Warning





Some elements of this story, specifically fight scenes, may be triggering to readers. Please be mindful that this text includes on-page murder (possessed human and paranormal entity), including dismemberment and decapitation. There is also grief and reference to dead family members (mother and aunt).









THE ORACLE HAS SPOKEN.


“When flowers will be begot within flowers, and fruits within fruits, then will the [world] come to an end. And the clouds will pour rain unseasonably when the end of the [world] approaches.”


BOOK 3 OF THE MAHABHARATA














1✦ LAILA






Mauritius


Ten Years Ago


Laila threw up seawater. Her belly tightened as she heaved, and the salty ocean gushed out of her. When she could finally breathe again, she rubbed the grit out of her burning eyes. The pretty dress that Mama had bought for her eighth birthday was scratchy and stiff, clinging to her trembling body. Her long black hair that she’d learned to put into a braid all by herself was unraveled and tangled in wet clumps.


And she was all alone.


The beach stretched in either direction and dipped into an angry sky swirling with gray and black. It shifted above her, rumbling and cracking, threatening to swallow her in quick gulps.


“Mama?”


Laila climbed to her feet and looked around for her mother. Moments passed, and no one responded to her call.


Laila slowly turned in a circle. When she and Mama used to go to the beach, there were brightly colored beach umbrellas that she loved to count, and striped towels stretched out on warm sand. This beach was so different.


“Mama?” she said again, and her voice echoed in the silence. There wasn’t even a caw of a seabird to respond to her coughs and cry. She flexed her toes, and the sharp white grainy sand was frigid beneath her bare feet. She felt the cold to her very bones.


To her left was an ocean that stretched as far as she could see. On the right was a monstrous jungle brush that was so wild and dense that Laila couldn’t squeeze through the branches.


She was never allowed to go in the jungle anyway. It was far too dangerous for a girl born from fire. Too many monsters waiting for her to be alone and unprotected. At least that’s what Mama told her.


Her mother. Where was she? Why wasn’t she here? How did Laila get here?


“Mama!” she screamed. Her Creole felt like rocks in her mouth. “Mama, where are you!”


Her chest tightened. She started gasping between the chattering of her teeth.


It was Friday. The last day of school. She was supposed to go to a birthday party for her best friend.


Her feet sank deep into the wet dunes and her arms were so heavy as she tried to use them to propel herself forward. She struggled down the beach, looking for someone, anyone.


“Mama!” She tried to run now, her wet dress slapping against her legs, as she looked for help. But the faster she ran, the louder the crashing waves and the more scared she became. Where were the people?


When the clouds darkened to soot black and encased the beach in dark shadows, Laila stopped running. She was crying, sobbing, begging.


“Mama! Please! Anybody!” she screamed as she hugged herself.


In the distance, she heard a faint jingle from the trees. She whirled away from the waves that grew higher and higher. Was someone coming? Were they good people? Would they help her?


Through tears, Laila saw the large straw hat peek through the ominous jungle leaves. Then, a lady in a long blue dress stepped out from behind a tree trunk. She grew closer and closer, until Laila recognized the face that was partially covered by big black sunglasses.


“Usha Masi!” Laila ran toward the woman, who tossed aside her glasses and hat and dropped to her knees. Laila catapulted her body into the familiar embrace.


Once she was in Usha Masi’s arms, the tightness in her chest loosened and her whole body relaxed. She was with someone who loved her. She was safe. Usha Masi said a few pretty words and hugged Laila even closer. Soon the magic made Laila warm again. Her clothes were no longer scratchy. Her hair felt dry, and she had her favorite red sandals.


“I was so scared,” Laila sobbed against Usha Masi’s shoulder. Her Creole came out in hiccups and bursts. “Mama isn’t here. Where is Mama, Usha Masi? Did you find her?”


Usha Masi pulled back and cupped her hands around Laila’s face. Her red eyes looked sad as she scanned Laila from head to toe.


“My darling princess,” she said. “I thought we’d lost you, too.”


“Lost me?” Laila said. “I’m right here! But I want my mama. Usha Masi, can you take me to her?”


A single red tear traced down Usha Masi’s cheek. Because she was different, because she lived forever, the water from her eyes was like blood. But now as she cried, Laila felt scared all over again. Something was still very, very wrong.


“Laila, you’re in a dream.”


Laila looked around at the forest behind her, quiet and still. It felt so real to her. The sand, the fear, the crashing waves. She touched Usha Masi’s arm, her skin warm and smooth under her hands. “A dream? A scary one? Then all I have to do is wake up, right?” She’d be back in Mauritius, striped umbrellas and people all around them again. She’d be on her way to a birthday party, and she’d sit in the back seat of their tiny vehicle and listen to her mama’s beautiful, musical laughter.


Usha Masi ran a long black nail over Laila’s cheek. She continued to cry, her voice turning into that raspy demon sound she sometimes made when she wasn’t in her human body. “Yes, my darling. All you have to do is wake up. Your masis and I will be waiting for you.”


Her masis. The four rakshasi who came and visited her every summer. Who told her stories and taught her how to use a bow and arrow. “Mama too, right?”


More red tears. “No, darling. Your mama won’t be there. Not anymore.”


Laila’s throat began to burn again, and her stomach churned like the roiling sea. “Why not? Where is Mama?”


“Your mama is no longer with us, darling,” Usha Masi said. “I’m so sorry.”


“No,” Laila sobbed. There was no way that it could be true. She and Mama were a team. “No. Mama is here. She’s somewhere.”


Laila spun on the heels of her sandals and stumbled before righting herself.


“Mama?” she shrieked. “Mama!”


Usha Masi touched her shoulder, but Laila pushed her away. “You’re lying, Usha Masi! Mama can’t leave me. She can’t!”


Laila felt hot—her skin was starting to burn. In the distance, she watched as the ocean began to bubble and steam.


“Mama!” she screamed.


“Laila. Laila, take a deep breath. You’re going to hurt yourself.” Usha Masi came forward again, as if she was going to grab her and wake her up. As if she was going to show her an even scarier dream.


“Don’t touch me!” she shouted, shaking off her masi’s touch. “Mama! Mama!”


She was scared again, but this time she couldn’t control it the way she was supposed to. Fire shot from her palms and the sand rippled under feet. Laila couldn’t stop screaming. She ran down the beach as the world around her began to burn.


Then the beach turned to glass and her nightmare began.
















2✦ KARAN






Lombok, Indonesia: Mount Rinjani National Park


Seven Years Ago


Karan was thirteen years old when his father told him that he was ready for his first kill. Karan was less certain about his skills and abilities, but he’d boarded the flight from Delhi to Bali first, then the one to Lombok, with his dad and his dad’s best friend.


He’d sat in a middle seat behind both adult men, whom he’d looked up to his entire life. They were professors in military history, mythology, and the occult at the University of India, Delhi, and they talked the entire trip about asuras and other monstrous and godly beings. But then, they always talked about the supernatural. That was their life’s work and they lived and died for it.


Both Karan’s father and Satyapal had also trained Karan since he was old enough to walk: he learned how to hold a bow and arrow, to wield a sword, and to use all his senses. They’d taken him on hunts through the jungles in India between their college semesters, and they had patted his back when he threw up after seeing his first celestial being murdered.


And his second.


Okay, and maybe his third.


As the son of the son hundreds of generations removed from Karna, a great warrior in the Mahabharata, it was his destiny to uphold truth and justice. His lineage had been asura-hunters ever since the Great War spilled so much blood that the soil in Kurukshetra was still red to this day. It was time for him to accept his destiny, to do his duty, and prove that he had what it took to be an asura-hunter too.


That’s what they told him, anyway.


“Are you doing okay, beta?” his father said as he patted him on the back. His hand was heavy, and strong. He was in his thirties and because he practiced with his Asi every day, wielding his sword with precision, he looked as young as his college students sometimes. He also walked like a soldier even though he’d never been in the military. He told Karan once that he didn’t believe in what the army fought for.


The only unruly part of him was his hair that grew thick and black, just like Karan’s. His eyes were the same deep brown too. Karan was still growing, but hopefully by the time he was his father’s age, he’d be just as tall, topping six feet, with broad shoulders and long limbs.


“Leave the boy alone, Vasudev,” Satyapal said. He clapped Karan’s shoulder with a bit more force and enthusiasm, sending Karan swaying forward. “His training will kick in and he’ll make us all proud. He’s already so tall. So strong. He’ll be fine.”


Karan always wondered why Satyapal loved the hunt. He didn’t have to be here. He didn’t have a sacred lineage, but he’d grown up with Karan’s father, studied in the same graduate program, and even trained at the same local archery studio in Delhi. He’d been the first person to hold Karan as a baby after his parents and grandparents. He’d been trusted with family secrets, and because of his specialization in the South Asian occult, he planned most of their trips.


“Thanks, Satya Uncle,” Karan said as he hoisted his bag onto his back. Doubts continued to swirl around him like a fog he couldn’t control. There were many times when they’d gone on a hunt and come back with nothing. They’d chase rumors up and down mountains, hearing elderly couples yelling from their homes about the wicked and the damned. The townspeople pointed fingers at mostly women, accusing them of being a demon in the skin of a human. So many expeditions had ended early after they discovered in their research that the evil entity was just a man. Karan prayed this was one of those times.


Earlier that week, they’d checked into a lodge, a small place in Senaru at the base of Mount Rinjani at the national park entrance. There they interviewed a dozen townspeople about bloodsucking demons prowling the dense rainforest. Then they met with the local religious leader who had been the one to call Satyapal for help. Karan shuddered when the old man said the word rakshasa. Because the locals were primarily Hindus, they attempted to bless the forest, pray to the gods, do anything in their power to fight back. Lombok had been hit hard with natural disasters, and tourism was an important part of their economic recovery plan. A rakshasa would not only destroy their tourism, but it could also kill their local population.


“It’s just a short ride into the heart of the forest,” Satyapal said as they got into the small red rented vehicle that was barely large enough to fit one driver, let alone three men and bow bags.


This was his legacy, Karan thought as his heart began to pump heavily in his narrow chest. This was what he was meant to do. Every man in his family conducted their first hunt alone at thirteen, and they’d survived to tell the story. He would do the same, then continue hunting for the rest of his life.


He wished he had a friend the way his father had Satyapal to share all his secrets with, though. They were Indian Indiana Joneses in real life, except they dealt with much scarier beings. If only he could share this with someone his age, maybe he wouldn’t feel so … freaked out about it all.


As the car drove into the dense foliage following a small, barely cleared path, Karan swallowed hard. He could do this. He’d seen monsters before. He’d done his homework. He memorized all the texts his father made him study. He’d survive this and make his family proud.


They sat in silence, not wanting to share their secrets with the driver, who was also their certified guide, a mandatory companion for all hikers who wanted to enter the park. All he knew was that they were from an Indian university looking for wild pigs in Lombok at night. He had reluctantly agreed to drive them when he was offered a ridiculously high fee. His one stipulation was that Dad and Uncle Satya didn’t tell anyone that he stayed in the car. That worked out in everyone’s favor.


No one was supposed to know about Karan’s legacy. It was too dangerous to draw attention to their mission and their duty.


Uncle Satya was the exception, of course.


The car came to a halt, and Karan got out along with Satyapal and his father. Their driver, a skinny man who trembled at the sight of the looming trees, pulled forward into a small clearing and waved at them before rolling his windows up.


They stood on the road, three asura-hunters staring at each other.


“Are you ready?” his father asked as he removed his bow from his bag.


How could he not be? Karan thought about all the prep work they’d done that week. Just like every hunt, after their interviews, they spent a considerable amount of time canvasing the area in the daylight.


“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be, Dad,” Karan said. He straightened his custom-fit Kevlar gear that still felt so heavy and clunky on his reed thin frame.


“We’ll be right behind you,” Satyapal said as he adjusted his night-vision scope. “If we go together, then there is a chance they’ll hear us, but you’ll never be alone out there.”


“I understand,” Karan said. His fingers trembled as he attached the small cylindrical metal scope to his own bow. “I got this.”


“Maybe it’s too soon,” Karan’s father said to Satyapal. “He’s only thirteen.”


“You were too,” Satyapal said softly. “And this is a real rakshasa sighting! Rakshasa have been rumored to be extinct for centuries. This may be our only chance to see one in person. My intel is good, Vasudev.”


Karan’s father looked doubtful, but he nodded. “Fine. Karan?”


“I can do this,” Karan said again. He repeated it over and over again in his head. I can do this. I can do this.


He put on night-vision goggles, and then after one long hug for each man, he pulled out his small machete and began cutting his way into the thick brush.


The night swallowed him as he went deeper and deeper into the forest. He heard hissing, buzzing, and the soft huff of animals. He felt the hard prickly ends of branches, the thick wide faces of leaves against his cheeks. Then his training set in and he followed the path that he was supposed to take by the red glow from his compass.


The last sighting was near the waterfall deep on the southeast side of the forest, so that’s where he’d go.


Fifteen minutes later, he was sweating, his bow slipping out of his grip from his damp palms.


He stepped into a clearing covered in moss and surrounded by bowing sinuous banyan trees before he took off his goggles. Karan looked up at his first view of the full moon. It shined down on him, as if taunting him. Even though it was night, he knew he wasn’t alone. There was the hum of insects, the flap of wings from birds in the treetops. The random hoot of an owl or the grunt of monkeys swinging above. He had to filter all of that out and focus on the noise that didn’t belong.


Just as he was able to pick up the sound of water crashing on rocks in the distance, he felt a sharp chill behind him.


He spun, bracing his feet as he strained to see if there was an animal or an intruder. His research told him that there were predators in these woods. The question was, which kind was he dealing with right now?


The trees rustled overhead.


A branch snapped.


Karan rushed to put on his goggles so he could see into the dark. His blood was pumping hard in his chest as fear and perspiration pricked the back of his neck.


Nothing. He saw nothing but infinite black and the neon lines that highlighted foliage as he stepped into a small clearing on a game trail.


Another sharp gust of cold air gripped him by his throat.


And then a voice. The deep, raspy sound of tortured souls surrounded him.


Little boy. Are you lost?


Have you come out to play with me?


No one will hear you cry, you know.


Karan swallowed hard. So it was a mythical rakshasa, out in their true form. Karan could feel his heart pounding. He kept his bow steady just like his father taught him as he turned in a circle, looking for any signs of movement. He didn’t know if it would come at him with magic, or force, so he had to be prepared for both. He had a satchel of herbs in his pocket in case he needed protection.


You are in my woods, little boy. Leave or I’ll tear open your belly and suck the meat off your bones.


“There isn’t much there,” he said loudly into the forest. “I work out with my dad.”


When a scream came from his left, he knew he was about to be attacked.


His destiny pounded in his blood, in his soul, and pumped through his body as he braced himself for his first kill.


The monster came out of the forest in naked red and brown flesh. It had long black claws, curved fangs with sharp points, and matted black hair that hung around a cocked head. It screamed again, and spittle steamed as it hit the soil.


Karan didn’t even have time to raise his machete before it lunged forward. He dropped his bag and stumbled back to avoid the slash of claws and fangs as the rakshasa advanced with speed and power. He retreated, gripping the machete in one hand as they continued to rotate through the clearing.


Karan had to lock a single hit and buy himself a moment to catch his breath.


Keep calm and focus on shifting from defense to offense. His father’s voice echoed through his head even as the monster slashed at his face and pushed him back until he hit the edge of the clearing, outside the perimeter of the moonlight.


Its red irises were filled with fire, and they entranced him long enough for the monster to grip his arms and get close enough for its spittle to drip off the tip of one fang. It fell on Karan’s shoulder and burned like lava.


He kicked the monster’s abdomen, then dove to the side, frantically crawling until he could retrieve his bag. After a fumble, his crossbow was in his hand moments later. The monster stayed back, circling as Karan adjusted the bow against his shoulder.


It didn’t attack him. Something felt off about the way it waited.


Ready to be eaten, little boy?


“Not really!” he shouted back. His shoulder burned, and when he reached up to touch the new hole in his shirt, his fingertips came away wet with blood.


Okay, that’s a first, he thought. His mom was going to be so mad.


He shook his head, desperate to regain focus as he shifted into fighting position again.


Who are you? the creature asked. It was as if they saw him for the first time, taking him all in from head to toe.


“I am Karan Singh,” he said in Sanskrit. “Son of Vasudev Singh, and descendant of warrior and demigod Karna.” His bloody fingers slipped over the tip of the arrow as he loaded the crossbow. He cocked it and took aim at the rakshasa’s heart. “And I’m here to have your head.”


The rakshasa screamed with its clawed hands outstretched between them. Its cry almost sounded like no before the arrow punctured its chest.


Karan quickly jumped to his feet, strapped his bag on his back again, cocked his crossbow a second time, and readied his machete with his other hand.


The rakshasa screamed again, and the torturous sound echoed through the forest as it gripped the arrow with both hands and collapsed to the ground. Steam billowed from the wound, and a light blue glow radiated from its skin before the creature changed.


“What the …”


The shape of the rakshasa—fangs, teeth, and leather skin—shifted until it was a naked woman. She was young, even younger than his dad, and she had a gaping wound in her chest where the arrow was still buried deep. A shadow began spreading from the center of the wound, creating black sliver veins that spread across her skin.


“You need to stay away,” the woman whispered, gasping for air.


Karan knew he should keep his distance, but this wasn’t a monster anymore. He came closer, weapons still at the ready. He’d memorized all the rules, all the steps on what he was supposed to do at the end of the hunt, but the monster wasn’t acting the way it was supposed to. He began to tremble, the humid air weighing hot and heavy on his skin. “Y-you’re not a rakshasa.”


The woman writhed on the ground, her head thrashing back and forth. “Rakshasi. I am Usha, guardian of—”


The woman’s voice cut off as she coughed up blood.


Karan fell to his knees. No, he thought. No, this wasn’t right. This wasn’t what was supposed to happen. Their bodies were supposed to smoke, then disappear.


“Guardian of who?” he demanded. “Who?” Karan stuck his machete in the ground and gripped the end of the arrow. He yanked hard until there was a resounding pop as the tip released from the bone, muscles, and tissue.


The black veins continued to spread across her skin. “It’s not healing,” she gasped. “You’re from the son of the son of Karna. He was a strong soldier. He fought valiantly.”


“You know who I am?”


“I know who you came from.”


Karan had to fight back tears. “My ancestor? How? Are you … are you immortal?”


She nodded. Her hair began to turn white, and her skin began to wrinkle. “Little boy,” she said, and despite the demon in her voice, it sounded almost like she was trying to comfort him. “You are not … evil.”


“N-no, ma’am.” That’s when he realized that he was shaking. Tears blurred his vision and fell hot and fast down his cheeks. He’d made a mistake. He knew in that moment that he’d made a terrible mistake. Monsters weren’t supposed to make sense. They weren’t supposed to suffer and be … kind.


“Please,” she whispered now. “Stay away from her. Don’t touch her.”


“Who—who are you talking about?”


The woman shook her head. “She is … divine.”


The rakshasi gasped and gasped. Karan went to press the palm of his hand against the hole, but she screamed. “Your blood! Your blood.”


“Okay. Okay, I won’t touch you.” The blood from his wound. The one that had made it onto the tip of the arrow. That’s what had caused this. But how? How could his blood kill a rakshasi so quickly?


His father was wrong. His uncle was wrong. They shouldn’t have come here.


“I—I am so sorry. I had to … I have to kill asuras. That’s my legacy. But not you. I should’ve never come here.”


Shock, and then what looked like understanding, crossed the woman’s face. It glowed down in the moonlight even as the black veins crawled up her neck and over her cheeks, spreading like ink dropped in water.


“Satyapal,” she hissed.


Satyapal? How did this rakshasi know his uncle?


“What can I do?” he cried. He was sobbing now, and he couldn’t stop. “What can I do to fix this?”


“Don’t trust him,” she hissed. “He’s … dark magic.”


The sound of screams echoed through the trees. It was far away.


Run, she mouthed with ghosted words. Her voice no longer worked. The black veins reached her eyes and turned them black. “Run now before they catch you.”


“No.” He brushed a tear off his cheek. “No, I can’t leave … You’re dying. I did this. I did this, and I didn’t know—”


“Shhh.” Her skin was completely black now and illuminated in blue light. “You are … forgiven. Go. Now.”


She closed her eyelids, and the sound of screams echoed closer than ever.


Karan scrambled for his bag, his weapons, his night-vision goggles, and ran as fast as he could through the cut path that he’d made in the forest. He didn’t stop to think, didn’t stop to turn around and look over his shoulder now.


He practically ran into his father’s chest. Those strong, familiar arms wrapped around him, comforting and sure. “Karan! Are you hurt? Are you—”


“Move!” he yelled. And then his father and uncle were hot on his trail back to the main road. They kept running until they got to their guide’s car. He must’ve seen them running, because he turned the car around and sped down the road the minute they dove into the car.


“What happened?” Karan’s father asked. “Are you okay?”


“It’s gone,” Karan said, gasping for air. He tugged at the neck of his Kevlar vest. “I shot it. It’s done. B-b-but the body …”


“Did you speak to it?” Satya Uncle asked. He sat in the front passenger seat and twisted around to look at Karan’s face. “Did it talk to you?”


There was a frenetic energy in Satya Uncle’s voice. His gaze zeroed in on the blood oozing from Karan’s shoulder. “You hurt?”


“I’m fine,” Karan said softly.


“Did it talk to you?” Satya Uncle insisted.


Karan was quiet for a moment.


I forgive you.


“No, it didn’t talk to me. It just sort of screeched.”


Karan watched his uncle and father glance at each other, before his father wrapped an arm around his shoulders and pressed a handkerchief to the wound. He winced, but leaned against the warmth of his father’s side, smelling the familiar sweat from a man he’d only wanted to make proud.


It was the first time that he’d lied to his father and uncle. He’d trusted them with his life, but in that moment, he felt like he had to keep the rakshasi’s words to himself. He wasn’t ready to share them.


The vehicle had barely driven half a mile down the road before they saw the flames in their rearview mirror. The driver shouted in what sounded like multiple languages and pressed his foot on the gas so hard that everyone in the vehicle jerked back in his seat.


The forest behind them ignited in an inferno, an explosion of bright yellow. Karan’s father and Satya Uncle saw the blaze and began cheering, then hugged Karan and gave each other high fives. An asura that bursts into flames is an asura that has died. Thankfully the flames began to die out as soon as they appeared, but the fact that they’d happened was proof that Karan had killed his first monster.


Karan knew the truth. The flames weren’t the end, but the beginning.


The conversation he’d had with her played over and over again in his head as he listened to his father celebrate his initiation as an asura-hunter. All he could think about was the sound of the rakshasi’s screams.
















3✦ LAILA






Finger Lakes, USA


Present Day


Laila woke in a cold sweat. Visions of fire and the heavy weight of loss pressed like stones on her heart. It had been ages since both her mother and Usha Masi died, and months since the last time she’d had a nightmare where she remembered the days they left this world. Her trembling fingers reached for her phone, and when she tapped the screen, the bright light nearly blinded her.


It was four a.m. on the first day of her freshman year in college.


That was, if she was going to college. The reality of her life made it difficult for her to suck in a deep breath. This was another kind of nightmare.


The few online classes she’d registered for didn’t really count as the same experience she’d once hoped to have herself. Not when she was comparing her fall semester with that of her friends who’d graduated from high school and went off to start their lives. Laila could pretend all she wanted that she was normal. Taking classes, working behind the information desk at her aunts’ winery, driving to archery practice at the local studio.


But she was not normal. She was raised by three demon aunts and had a bloodline from a mythological being. A bloodline that required her to have a child before her twenty-fifth birthday. She was eighteen. Seven years to go.


Laila reached across the bedspread to touch the tattered pages of her most beloved novel: Kate Chopin’s The Awakening. She’d been forced to read it in AP English two years ago, and she’d read it hundreds of times since.


A protagonist who refused to be defined as a mother-woman. By her ability to conceive children. To escape her fate, she stripped naked on a beach and tried to swim away from her problems during a storm. She drowned in the ocean.


Morbid, but definitely familiar. Laila had no intention of drowning, and she’d long ago accepted that her reality was different from that of Chopin’s protagonist.


She tossed the phone aside, and heard a loud, irritated meow.


“Sorry, Billi,” she whispered in the dark. Laila pushed her thick comforter away and shivered when her feet touched the icy-cold floor.


“Descended from fire, my ass,” she muttered to herself as she brushed her long, frizzy hair over her shoulder and crossed her bedroom to her private bath. The motion-sensor lights turned on, and the large white marble room glowed. She might as well get ready, she decided. There was no way she was going to go back to sleep now.


Laila didn’t even bother looking in the massive mirror with the touch sensor as she put her long hair up in a messy topknot. It was way too early to care about appearance. Not when she didn’t have to be at the vineyard until noon for her afternoon shift.


She paused as she mentally reviewed her schedule in her head. Damn, she had practice at night. The fall season started today as well, which meant that she’d have to pack her workout clothes and change in the office. Reviewing her familiar routine helped slow her racing pulse, and she slowly began to relax as she finished washing her face and brushing her teeth.


When she finished in the bathroom, Laila crossed her bedroom suite to her large walk-in closet. She pulled out her duffel from her bag cabinet and dropped it on the marble-top dresser island. The white glittered under the gaudy chandelier her aunts insisted she needed. Then, after tossing some clothes and her shoes in the duffel, she went back to getting dressed for the morning.


Upstate New York was muggy and humid in August, but her ferocious adopted aunts, her masis, all preferred to keep the haveli as cold as possible. That meant she had to wear layers: T-shirt, jeans, and a hoodie with the vineyard logo on the front.


By the time she was walking down the double-wide marble staircase to the main level, her phone read 4:30 a.m. She fed the cat in the butler’s kitchen, the small alcove space her aunts used more for storage than actual food prep, and poured herself a cup of chai from the automatic dispenser in the industrial-size main kitchen.


She sat at the twelve-foot-long island and was halfway through her tea when she realized that the house was eerily quiet. Laila checked the time again.


The masis woke and did their yoga practice at four a.m. By now they should be online shopping, or slurping chai like it was blood … which they often preferred to chai.


“Masis?” No one responded.


She put down her cup and walked through the corridors to the pink and gold living room, the mudroom, and the offices used for the vineyard.


The house was empty.


It wasn’t the first time she was left on her own, but fear still tickled the back of her throat. She hated being alone.


Laila slipped on a pair of Chucks, knotted the laces, and opened the front door to the balmy early morning. Fog snaked through thick tree trunks in the heavily wooded forest surrounding the home. A private lake that emptied into one of the many rivers in the area lay just beyond the tree line. Exotic cars lined the long driveway that wove its way down to a main road in the distance.


At the base of the hill was the winery surrounded by manicured shrubbery.


The view was so different from what she’d grown up with in Mauritius. She was born on an island with crystalline waters. White sand and island life. A speck in the Indian Ocean. Then her masis had moved them to the dense rainforest in Indonesia. When Usha Masi died so soon after their move, they immigrated to the cold forest in Germany before her aunts decided it was time to go to America.


Now? Upstate New York was her home.


“Hello?” she called out into the dark.


She stepped off the expansive porch and onto the black soil. The night was slowly lifting so she could see more than just shadows in the distance.


“Masis!” This time she shouted for them.


A high-pitched shriek. A whisper of laughter on the wind.


The hair on the back of her neck raised.


A cackle echoed through the trees. Laila spun in a circle, trying to pinpoint where the sound was coming from. Her pulse sped up. She glanced at the front porch and realized that she’d stepped far from the house.


“Little girl,” a gravel-rough voice said from the distance. “Covered in flesh. Delicious blood to drink.”


“Oh, gross,” Laila said out loud. “Seriously?”


The attack came from the back. It always did. Laila ducked and moved in the dance-like fighting form that she’d been taught since she was eight. She barely escaped the red limb with long black fingernails that swooped out to grip her by the throat.


She spun, facing the rakshasi with elongated canines and blood-red eyes. “It’s not even five yet!”


Laila blocked the first combination of punches, and the hard, unyielding strength of the attacks strained her muscles. She dropped to sweep the legs out from underneath the rakshasi, but she wasn’t fast enough, and she felt the graze of talons against her ribs and knew that she’d just lost another sweatshirt. That fueled her anger as she jabbed forward, going for a throat punch all while avoiding nails and teeth.


“Too slow,” the rakshasi hissed, spitting acid with each word. The spittle hissed and steamed as it touched the ground.


“I think you’re just mad because your ancient India fighting technique doesn’t approve of throat-punching.”


The rakshasi shrieked, legs spread, knees bent, naked red and brown flesh. She held up her hands like bear claws, and a long, forked tongue licked at her canines.


Laila centered herself, cleared her mind, and waited for the next attack. She was not going to take the bait. She was not going to lose her cool. That would only make this impromptu combat routine longer.


After finally losing her patience, the rakshasi lunged. Laila took a running leap and put all her power into a roundhouse kick that had her losing her balance and toppling over. Her knees sang in pain as they hit the ground. Her palms burned as pebbles and rocks cut into her skin.


The rakshasi cackled, and the sound was echoed by more voices coming through the trees. Great, now she was going to have an audience.


She jumped to her feet seconds before a large foot almost crushed her skull.


“Unoriginal, Masi,” she taunted.


The fight continued, and she kept retreating, working on the defense, blocking, punching, landing one hit for every three she received in return. The forest floor filtered with light as the sun began to lift over the horizon. Sweat beaded across her forehead, and her back ached as she held herself rigid and firm, just the way she’d always been taught to fight.


She used to look forward to these surprise attacks. They were a game when she was a child, and she would be so proud of herself when she beat her masis. But now, on the verge of losing the freedom she pretended she possessed in her life, Laila was over it.


When she fell to the ground, feeling a jolt of pain in her hip from the impact, her frustration mounted. She hadn’t even eaten breakfast or finished her first cup of chai. It was the first day of college, something she’d never experience as a normal eighteen-year-old in the United States, and all she wanted was to be left alone to work and go online and head to the studio. But no, she had to fight one of her aunts. As the attacks mounted, and she moved back in defense, her anger grew until it burned in her palms.


“Can’t we stop?” Laila cried, stumbling to her feet for the umpteenth time.


“Fight me!” the rakshasi hissed. Her throat was full of hisses, and she deftly blocked elbow jab, kick, punch, and blow.


“I want to stop, Rashmi Masi!”


“No!”


Laila blocked another combination and felt the sting of talons against the flesh on the outside of her thigh.


“I said enough!” For the first time in seven years, the tight leash on her emotions snapped and fire burst from her palms and scorched the forest floor. The force of it flung her back until she hit the ground. Her head banged against a rock, and the shearing pain was the last thing she remembered before the fire died again.
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“Is she up?”


“Shhh! Give her some space.”


“Rashmi, you were too hard on her. When she said stop, you should’ve stopped.”


“How else is she going to learn to defend herself?”


“We have been guarding the Daughters of Draupadi for centuries, and the biggest enemy they had to defend themselves against were human men.”


“Well, if that’s not reason enough to teach her how to kill in one hundred and eight ways, I don’t know what is.”


“But the fire.”


“She just turned eighteen last month. It’s always more intense by the eighteenth year.”


“But not like this.”


Laila cracked open one eye and then the other. Her three masis surrounded her, hovering over her prone form as she lay on the large kitchen island. They were back in their human forms—their dark brown skin luminescent, luscious thick black hair swirling around their shoulders, almost as if it was alive and shifting on its own. Their faces, frozen at twenty-eight years old thanks to the magic of immortality, did nothing to hide the centuries of living that reflected in their golden-brown eyes rimmed with a thin red line.


Laila lifted her head and winced at the pain. She smelled the herbal pack Rashmi Auntie must have made for her. It sat in a warm wet towel at the base of her neck.


“Seriously? You could’ve put me on the couch.”


“She’s awake!” Giri Masi shrieked. She shimmered with glitter and the jewelry she preferred to wear as she wrapped her arms around Laila’s waist and squeezed. “Darling, I’m so, so sorry.”


“It’s fine,” Laila said, and sat up. She took inventory of the burns and pain that often plagued her after a sparring match. Her hip, her leg, her neck. They had already healed, even though her clothes remained ripped. Laila picked up some more of the scent of the rich herbs that made up Rashmi Masi’s special mix, which she packed into a paste and smeared on her skin to accompany magic incantations. “How long was I out?”


“Twenty minutes,” Vika Masi said. She stood at the end of the island with her arms crossed over her signature blue dress. Her long fingernails, sharpened to points, tapped against her slim collarbone. “Are you okay?”


The fire. It was brief, but powerful.


When Laila was a kid, she would put her hand in front of a fan in her mother’s bedroom. The fan was so strong, it would push her hand back. Laila would lean into the air, loving the resistance of the forced cool breeze. She looked down at her palms now. The smooth skin was soft and unmarked. Even though it had happened before, on the day of her mother’s death and then again on the day Usha Masi died, it still felt brand-new.


She remembered her history. She knew why she was able to produce fire. Draupadi, the mythological woman in the Mahabharata, was formed from fire. When she produced her offspring from blood and fire, a happy by-product was the inherited ability to shoot flames like a character from Dragon Ball Z in times of great stress.


“I wonder why I’m lighting up like a candle now,” Laila said as she continued to flex her fingers. “My family, all three of you, are with me, so it’s not like someone died. My life is the same as it’s been for the last five years. Did something shift in the stars or the universe or whatever?”


Three heads shook in unison.


Laila swung her legs over the side of the island and hopped down. Her rakshasi masis would be the ones to know something was wrong in the stars. They’d been alive during the Kurukshetra War, had met Draupadi herself, and were entrusted with the safety of the Daughters of Draupadi in exchange for protection and immortality.


They towered over her now at six feet and watched her in silence as she bent her knees to test for soreness.


“Now that I’m sweaty, I’m going to shower,” Laila said. “I had hoped to have chai first, but you guys decided to jump me.” She glared at them, and three demonesses averted their eyes in guilt. Laila knew that it wouldn’t last long. They’d be nagging her into more Sanskrit lessons sooner rather later.


“Laila,” Vika Masi said, her voice firm as she continued to stare Laila down. “Is it stress? That may trigger some erratic behavior.”


She thought about Kate Chopin’s mother-woman in The Awakening that she’d left on her bed that morning. “No, everything is the same as it always is,” she said.


“I think we still need to check the books,” Vika Masi said.


“Yes, yes!” Giri Masi said, clapping her hands together.


“The library should have something for us,” Rashmi Masi said. She pointed to the hidden panel between the large great room and the kitchen. It led to a lower level underneath the house that held an endless cavern of books, a vault with texts that were centuries old, blessed and protected by a god so they could remain preserved forever in their original condition.


“If you want to check the books, go ahead,” Laila said. “But your girl has a work shift. As do most of you.”


“Wait,” Vika Masi said. Her command was so parentlike that it reminded Laila of Vika’s older sister Usha Masi. Vika Masi had the same bone structure, the same commanding presence, the same smothering tendencies. “Darling, I want you to try and call the fire again.”


“What?” Laila sputtered. She clenched her fists. “You know it just happens. I can’t call it like a dog.”


“Dogs are delicious,” Giri Masi whispered before Rashmi Masi slammed her elbow in her sister’s gut to shut her up.


Laila rolled her eyes. “No eating dogs,” she said. “You promised. Household animals going missing makes people suspicious.”


“You’re not supposed to have that kind of fire, Laila,” Vika Masi persisted. “Stop changing the subject.”


Laila started to back away from her aunts. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I’m a descendant of Draupadi, the wife of five mediocre demigods who somehow managed to save the world and their kingdom after winning the Kurukshetra War. The fire is in my blood!”


“Yes, but not like that,” Vika Masi said. “You’re different. This is a mystery that we should focus on.”


She wanted to shout, to yell that she’d learned her lesson. Hell, she’d spent years of her life trying to find the person who killed her mother in the hit-and-run accident. She’d spent even longer obsessing over her Usha Masi’s death before her aunts told her she was making herself sick. “The only mystery I need to focus on today is how I’m going to stay off social media so I can stop obsessing over my friends’ college pictures,” Laila said. “Maybe this is the universe trying to make up for being stuck here by giving me pyrotechnic skills.” She turned and waved over her shoulder. “We’ll figure it out later!”


Before her aunts could stop her again and tell her that she wasn’t needed at the winery, she made her escape. If the winery was all she had, if her job behind the information desk and her training at the academy was the only chance at human interaction she’d be able to enjoy, she’d take it.


As she left the kitchen and jogged up the marble stairs, she swallowed the lump in her throat. The fire had her worried too. Maybe when she came back from work, she’d look at the books herself to see if there was an answer to the surge of power. Because if there was one thing that she was sure about, it was that if it happened again and she was in public, she’d be even more isolated than she was now.














4✦ LAILA






VIKA MASI: Darling girl, we haven’t found anything this morning in the books, but we’ll look again to see if we can find something.


GIRI MASI: Tomorrow is the new moon!!!! We will be hunting!!!! For sport!!!! We won’t see you with our eyeballs, but we love you with our hearts!!!!


RASHMI MASI: Your meal kit is unpacked in the human fridge, and you left your protein shakes in our blood fridge again, so we moved them back over.


VIKA MASI: Don’t forget to do your Sanskrit homework.


LAILA: You are all buzzkills, but I love you anyway.
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It took some time, but Laila had managed to stop thinking about the fact that fire had ejected from her palms that morning. It helped that work was chaotic. August was still peak season in the Finger Lakes, and even though it was a Monday, a steady stream of people came through the winery information center and kept her busy.


Laila imagined that one day, after her baby-making responsibilities were finished and her kid was a functioning human being who understood the responsibility of their legacy, she’d travel to different vineyards and wineries before settling down to run Divine Winery. It was a medium-size vineyard, with a winery, tasting room, and gift shop, located off the main highway next to one of the larger lakes in the region. It was an ideal location for tour buses and locals, both of which were the bulk of her customers today.


When her watch beeped to remind her that it was five, Laila took advantage of the lull at the end of her shift to clock out and run to the back offices to change. She shoved some of the storage boxes aside so she had room to maneuver. The space was a glorified junk room since her aunts had never visited. To manage the business, Laila’s aunts had a team of people who worked for them, managing everything from the grapes to the distribution center to the tasting room. Most of the employees didn’t even know that the company was owned by Vika, Rashmi, and Giri Masi. Their paychecks were signed by the company, and the general manager was responsible for all the administrative details. Lucy, the GM for the last five years, got most of her directions by email from an accountant and a lawyer in New York City.


Lucy knew that Laila was related to the mysterious owners, so thankfully she didn’t say anything when Laila used the office to change into her workout gear, a fitted tank and matching high-waisted leggings in lilac.


“Have a good practice,” she said as they passed each other in the hallway.


“Thanks,” Laila replied. “I’ll see you tomorrow for my double shift.”


Before she could make it out the door, Denise, one of the gift shop attendants and her archery teammate, stopped her. “Hey!” she said as she stepped in Laila’s path. Her thick corkscrew curls were tied in two space buns on the top of her head. She was still wearing the winery uniform of T-shirt and jeans. “Any chance you can give me a ride to the studio? My boyfriend dropped me off and he was supposed to get me too, but he’s running late.”


“Sure,” Laila said. “I’ll meet you out by the car.”


With a grin and a quick thanks, Denise ran off to the employee restroom where she’d have to change. If Laila knew her better, she might’ve offered her aunts’ office. It was just that Laila didn’t know anyone well enough to entrust them with information about her personal life. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to get super close to her friends. It was just that it was too dangerous to try. No one was supposed to know about their secret. Laila’s aunts could be hunted by religious extremists, and Laila would be dissected by Hindu fantasists interested in her blood. There was also a chance that she could be locked up because people thought that she was insane.


As she walked to the car, she thought about her relationship with Denise. Like the rest of the friends that she’d spent time with in high school, Denise had always been a great asset on the team, and she was always fun to hang with during team dinners. She wasn’t going to college for a year because she needed to save money for the expenses. But soon Denise would be gone too. Then Laila would be alone in the Finger Lakes, the last of her friends moving on with their lives while her destiny was a decidedly different path.


She tossed her bag in the back seat and was ready to get inside, when she felt someone watching her.


The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and she froze. Without making any sudden or jerky moves, she scanned the parking lot around her, casually looking for someone or something that didn’t make sense.


There were a group of bachelorettes who were still chatting next to their car with their hired driver. Across the gravel drive, there was a couple taking pictures of each other. A van with Divine Winery’s logo painted across the side was parked in the back row.


Her heartbeat sped up, and she quickly opened the driver’s-side door of her Audi and slipped inside. It was nothing. She was still on edge, unnerved from that morning, that’s all. After starting her car, she let out a deep breath, and then almost jumped out of her skin when someone knocked on her window.


“Holy shit, you scared me,” she said to her friend Denise when she rolled down the window.


“Sorry about that,” Denise said. She motioned to her canvas bow bag. “Okay to still ride with you?”


“Yeah, of course. Hop in.”


“Thanks, Laila.” Denise squeezed her huge bow bag into the back seat and climbed in on the passenger side. “I owe ya one.”


“The next time I need to switch a shift I’ll let you know.”


Denise laughed. “You’re on. I’ll take whatever extra shifts I can get. Hey, have you seen the posts online from Sarah, Josie, and the rest of our former teammates? It’s like all our friends started college today and they’re living their best life. I’m so jealous.”


“That’s exactly what I woke up thinking about,” Laila said with a sigh. “I’m happy for them.”


Denise snorted. “I wish I was. Now that they’re officially gone, we’re going to have a whole new crop of team members we’ll have to deal with at the studio starting this week.”


Laila winced. She hadn’t thought about that. “That’s just what we need.”


“It gets worse,” Denise said as she checked her lipstick in the visor mirror. “I overheard Ben talking and he said that the studio got some more sponsors, so some of the Olympic trainees have relocated from the Dakota training facility to here. We might be stuck with douchebags all season.”


“Ugh, that just makes today so much better,” Laila said with a scowl. She turned onto the main road and headed toward the studio. She muttered a curse in French, one of the first languages that she’d learned, and glanced over at Denise, who giggled in response.


“What?”


Denise shrugged. “You hide your accent so well that sometimes when it comes out, it’s a little surprising. Then when you switch into like the fifteen languages you know, it’s a reminder that you’re … I don’t know, not from here.”


No matter how much Laila tried to blend in, tried to maintain some sense of normalcy, she’d never be like everyone else. It took her a long time to accept that, and she was okay with it now, but it still amused her when other people told her that she was “not like other girls.”


Understatement of the year.


Unless of course other eighteen-year-olds were tasked with becoming a woman-mother and could shoot fireballs out of their hands.


“You were the coolest person in high school,” Denise said with a sigh. “The rest of us were either rich kids of winery owners or kids of farmers.”


“I am a rich kid of winery owners,” Laila mused.


Denise waved a hand as if to brush her words aside. Her chipped purple nail polish sparkled. “But most people don’t even know that about you. You’re cultured, you know? You’ve lived somewhere else besides the Finger Lakes.”


“And now our friends will get that opportunity,” Laila said.


There was a long, awkward pause before Denise spoke again. “Hey, can I ask you something? Why aren’t you going away to college?”


“It’s just not the right time,” Laila said smoothly. It was the same excuse she’d been giving people since she was a junior. College? Just not the right time. She couldn’t be away from her masis because they were tasked with protecting her, and a college environment would make it impossible for them to hide. They’d have to move, and rebuilding their compound, creating their library again, was a huge undertaking. Then there was her deadline. Obviously, college would’ve made dating and sex easier, but it wasn’t worth the risk of exposing her masis. And from what Laila was told, she came from a lineage of women who made terrible decisions about men. Draupadi’s biggest weakness had been her husbands, her love for Arjun specifically. That’s why the women in Laila’s family were forced to live alone.


She pulled into the studio parking lot and motioned to the large warehouse-style building. “Well. Here we are.”


Denise grinned at her, her metal retainer flashing in the light, her dimples winking.


“Let’s go shoot some arrows.”


Laila tapped her fist with Denise’s and got out of the car. She retrieved her bow from the trunk, along with her small workout bag holding her shoes and her armguard.
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