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  The dust settled, revealing an intricate line of symbols. Though Everett knew the debate still waged on the legitimacy of such cyphers as a form of writing, the sight of them gave his heart a flutter. He sat back on his haunches, silent, and let his gaze travel over the area he’d cleared. Even during the successful excavation of the sister site of Harappan he’d never felt such an intense feeling of awe. While at Mohenjo-daro the passion inspired was so intense he felt on the verge of faint.


  In his almost twenty-five years of archaeological investigation no place had fascinated him like Mohenjo-Daro. When the study had mailed him their written offer to participate, everything else of importance in his life had vanished. A week later he’d arrived in Pakistan, eager to begin what he was certain to be the most successful investigation of his career.


  The Indus Valley Civilization had long fascinated him, prompting him to write articles on various aspects of the still mysterious society, which had been included in several prestigious publications. Much was still to be discovered about the nearly five thousand year-old culture and the thought of unlocking secrets long lost to the world brought the man an almost orgasmic level of excitement.


  “Dr. Worthington,” a male called from behind where he worked.


  He turned to find Jon Harper, one of the study’s graduate students, standing in the narrow corridor leading to the space he’d spent the better part of three weeks clearing and cataloguing. He stood, irritated by the interruption. “Yes?”


  “The team’s leaving.”


  “That’s fine. I have my own vehicle to get me back.” He turned back to his work, dismissing the younger man with his abrupt departure from the conversation.


  “Ah, I’m sorry Dr. Worthington, but Rupesh said the site was to be cleared.”


  He didn’t even bother to turn around. “You can tell Rupesh that I am not finished yet, and as the most senior investigator on this team I will decide when I leave for the night.”


  A soft shuffle of footsteps sounded as the man left without further comment. Everett returned to his work with renewed enthusiasm. In truth he relished the time alone, savouring the quiet. It was in those moments of solitude his connection to the places he investigated deepened. Though he wasn’t a religious man, he would describe the occasions as spiritual, and enlightening, opening his mind to understanding of his discoveries that he might not otherwise make.


  Several hours passed and the dark veil of night fell, an occurrence which barely registered. At last he sat back, filthy and exhausted. He sipped at his water bottle, admiring the three-meter square section of wall and floor he’d uncovered. His perseverance had laid bare some of the most intriguing artwork he’d ever seen in societies of a similar time period, including images of bulls and other native animals, strange humanoid figures and unknown symbols. Yet the image he kept returning to time and again was that of a ferocious tigress walking alongside a young girl.


  The figure compelled him to come forward for more thorough scrutiny. He knelt down, letting his calloused fingers trace over the faded relief. As he did so a shock of cold raced down his spine.


  “The tiger was held in the highest regard by the people of Mohenjo-daro.” The voice startled him.


  Everett scuttled backward, twisting and nearly landing on his face before he managed to right himself. As he stood the speaker of the surprising words came into focus. A young woman stood just inside the entrance to the room, dressed in a modern Indian Sari. Her hair fell to her waist in a cascade of ebony silk, her eyes as dark and glittery as polished onyx. Her delicate, child-like beauty was so remarkable it brought heat to his cheeks and made his heart give an odd off-tempo thump. She smiled at his reaction, revealing blinding white teeth.


  “Who are you? How did you get into this site?” he demanded when finally able to speak.


  She took several steps closer. “My name is Harshika. I have no worries about gaining access to any place I may fancy.”


  “What do you want?”


  Again she smiled, but this time the look was not amusement. Her appearance became dark and predatory. “This is not about my desires, my dear Dr. Worthington. I come for yours.”


  His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Explain yourself.”


  She walked past him, to kneel at the spot where he had been only moments ago. With porcelain hands she pointed at the strange image of the tiger and girl, and said, “What would the truth of this place be worth to you?”


  He thought about the question for a moment, before giving a snort of contempt. “That’s a ridiculous question. Unless you have a time machine, there is no way the past can be known with one-hundred percent certainty. Now stop wasting my time, I have work to do.”


  Her gaze settled on his face, but she did not speak. A tremble started in his fingers as he found himself unable to look away. Then without any conscious awareness of her moving Everett found she’d close the five feet of space between them. Once she stood within arm’s reach her beauty slipped from captivating to terrifying. She clasped a glacial hand around his lower arm with surprising strength.


  “I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say.”


  He made a mewling sound as he tried to swallow the lump of fear in his throat. “I’m listening.”


  “I can give you the truth. I can make your dreams come true.”


  The coldness from her flesh seeped into his own. “At what cost?”


  “I ask only that which I deserve—your reverence and loyalty. And your blood.”


  Everett began to protest, only to find her hand had been removed from his arm and that Harshika now stood at the mouth of the corridor leading outside. He blinked several times as he attempted to understand how she’d moved across a forty-foot space without his noticing. Had she drugged him somehow?


  After crooking one small finger she walked away. Though every fiber of his being screamed he should stay put, he chased after her. She’d stopped just outside the entrance, surveying the landscape. The darkness shrouded the sprawling humps of stone, the silence broken only by the sound of his ragged breathing. In every corner of the site he could not escape the scent of parched earth and death.


  “What did you mean back there, about worship and blood? I don’t think I quite understand…”


  Before he could make a sound of protest Harshika had him in her embrace with her mouth clamped on his throat. Her teeth pierced his flesh, the pain hot and itchy. She held him steady as though her limbs were made of steel. A warm flow of blood was sucked from the wound, bringing on intense waves of disorientation.


  Soon his legs began to buckle and his stomach cramped with nausea. She lowered him to the ground. Her grip on him loosened and a warm liquid was smeared across his lips. Before he could stop himself he’d swallowed the salty substance, feeling it take an acidic crawl to his stomach. His head spun and fire burned through his veins.


  Harshika brushed her lips against his ear. “Do you want to know the truth?”


  “What have you done to me?” he cried.


  “I’ve given you a small taste of my ancient blood, and with it a brief window to glimpse the past you so dearly wish to know.”


  He tried to crawl away, only to collapse against the dusty stone of the building they’d been inside. “You’re a monster…” His brain fought against making the connection the strange events were leading him to. He clamped a hand over the throbbing wound on his throat. “You’re a…vampire.”


  “Oh, I’m so much more than that.” She grinned and came to sit beside him on the dry earth. “I am the Mother to all of the world’s children of darkness. I am the answer to your prayers.”


  She clasped his much larger hand in her tiny one, with fingers laced as lovers might. With her touch what once had been a dark landscape of time-ravaged buildings and dusty lanes became a vibrant, bustling settlement full of life and wonder. The ruins that had been little more than grid-like lines of stone transformed into proper buildings with rooflines intact, and wooden supports in place that in the future of the site had long since disintegrated. With the sun high in the sky the carvings were crisp and detailed, paint bringing many scenes to life. Clothing had been laid out to dry, and small gardens and wooden toys caught Everett’s eye everywhere he looked. He took a deep breath redolent of smoke, animal dung and growing plants.


  He reached forward, shocked to make contact with a small grass basket sitting on the ground. “How are you doing this?”


  A group of young women passed, chirping to one another in a language that made no sense to Everett’s ears. They neither looked his way nor made any comment about the appearance of two beings clearly not from their culture or time period. He turned back to Harshika, who had risen and gazed about the place with an expression of longing.


  “This is what my power can do, Everett. I can share my past, my knowledge.”


  He turned back to find the image fading, the periphery shrinking inward like a photo dropped on an open flame. “Please!” he begged.


  She came to him and pressed cool lips to his cheek. “In time.”


  Harshika vanished. Everett scanned the area, moving down the long lines of stone buildings, finding the site completely deserted.


  The next few days passed in tortuous slowness, the minutes marking time that never seemed to progress. Though work on the site continued, the magic it had once held had dimmed. Everett could not stop thinking of the miraculous scene he had glimpsed that night with Harshika, and though the event had terrified him he could not stop wishing for her return. The more days that passed the more he began to doubt his sanity.


  With her second appearance he felt her presence before setting eyes on her. Her power lashed out, prickling over his skin and making his heart thump against his ribcage. He turned in the direction of the sensation, not the least bit surprised to find Harshika staring at him. He found her form still in a way that no human could be capable of, a frozen beauty that time could not touch. His bowels loosened in response to his flood of terror, a sensation in complete contradiction to his overwhelming lust for her. His brush dropped from his fingers as he stood and dusted the sand from his pants.


  “I assume you are more open to listening to what I have to say this time, Everett?” Her words had a melodic lilt, though undercut with a palpable coldness.


  “I am, Harshika.”


  “Come with me.” She offered her hand.


  With reticence he took it, unable to stop the inevitable flinch as their flesh met. She didn’t comment on his reaction as she led him outside. Shadows slipped from her wake, as though unable to challenge the source of pure darkness. Once in the heart of the site a canopy of stars replaced the confining stone, and a chill saturated the air. Everett was disappointed to see everything remained as it had for the past few days. There had been no magical transformation, a truth that left him wanting.


  “I know you wish to see the beauty of this place again, the true face of what was once a most powerful society. You must understand this gift does not come without a price, and only you can decide if what I offer is worth the consequence.” When she smiled he caught a glimpse of the elongated canines and understood the implication.


  “You want my blood,” he said.


  “I do.”


  “Will you kill me?” he asked.


  She sidled up to him, movements lithe and fluid. Next to him her diminutive stature gave the false impression of vulnerability, though he held no illusions as to who had the upper hand. “I haven’t decided yet. There are still many ways this can end.”


  He hesitated, pulse thrumming. “Yes, I want to know.”


  “There are so many secrets I can share, Everett.”


  Like the previous encounter, Harshika took her nourishment from him before offering a small taste of her own blood. This time he allowed several mouthfuls to pass his tongue, fighting the urge to gag and pull away. Within seconds the mirage appeared and, with arms linked, they moved through the streets, Harshika the ever-helpful tour guide. She explained the hierarchy of the culture, the meaning of various artworks and symbols. Everett thought his brain might explode from the inrush of information, and like a junkie it only made him crave more.


  At last they encountered a collection of crude huts, little more than grass-covered wood frames with small fire pits for heat and cooking. Here Harshika stopped outside a particular structure; a pained look marring her otherwise unspoiled beauty. “This was my
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