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Chapter 1: The Widow's Mask
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The ceiling fan rotated with a lazy, rhythmic creak that had become the metronome of Chanda Mehra's professional life. Courtroom 7B of the Jagdambapur District Court smelled of old wood, sweat, and the faintly sour residue of too many legal battles fought and lost within its walls. The afternoon sun slanted through the high windows, catching dust motes that drifted like aimless spirits above the worn benches.

Chanda stood before the judge's dais, her hands folded before her, her voice measured and clear. She wore the uniform of her widowhood—the white cotton sari with its thin gold border, draped precisely over her shoulder, the pallu pinned modestly at her collarbone. Her hair, black streaked with premature grey at the temples, was pulled back so tightly it seemed to stretch the skin at her temples. Wire-rimmed spectacles perched on her nose. Her lips were pale, untouched by color. Her feet, in their sensible brown sandals, were planted firmly on the cracked tile floor.

She was thirty-eight years old. She looked fifty. She looked like what the world expected a widow to look like: diminished, quiet, easily overlooked.

"Your Honor, the defense's claim that my client's dwelling was constructed illegally is contradicted by the municipal records themselves." Chanda placed a document on the witness table without looking at it. She knew every line by heart. "The permit for Block 14, Slum Rehabilitation Zone C, was issued in 2019 under the previous municipal commissioner. The demolition order was executed without the mandatory thirty-day notice period. Four hundred and twelve residents were rendered homeless. Seventeen children were hospitalized for smoke inhalation when the demolition crew—hired by the defendant—set fire to the structures before clearing them."

The defense attorney, a fleshy man named Harish Tandon, rose from his chair with an exaggerated sigh. "Your Honor, the prosecution is painting a dramatic picture to obscure the simple fact that these structures were unsafe and—"

"They were set on fire, Mr. Tandon." Chanda didn't raise her voice. She never raised her voice. That was her weapon—the quiet, the controlled, the unrelenting precision of a woman who had learned that volume was the refuge of those without substance. "With people inside them. Your client ordered it. We have the demolition crew's phone records."

Tandon's face reddened. The judge—a weary woman named Justice Pillai—rubbed her temples and called for a recess.

In the corridor outside, Chanda accepted a paper cup of chai from the court attendant without looking at him. She stood apart from the other lawyers, her back against the peeling plaster wall, her eyes fixed on some middle distance that no one else could see.

She won cases. She won most of her cases, in fact—a record that had earned her the respect of her colleagues and the quiet resentment of those who found her manner too cold, too certain, too unyielding for a woman who should have been softened by grief. They didn't understand that the grief had not softened her. It had calcified her. Turned her into something hard and sharp and useful—the legal equivalent of a blade that cut without hesitation.

But the blade had a hilt. And the hilt was growing warm in her grip.



Ankit Mehra found her at her desk in the prosecutor's office two hours later. He was twenty-six, earnest, perpetually rumpled, and possessed of the kind of nervous energy that made him both an excellent researcher and an exhausting companion. He was not, despite the shared surname, a relation—merely a coincidence that had prompted Chanda to hire him out of law school three years ago, a decision she had never regretted.

"Ma'am." He dropped a manila folder on her desk with the careful deference he showed all evidence of violence. "I think you need to see this."

Chanda set down her pen. "The slumlord case?"

"No, ma'am. Something else." He hesitated, then pushed the folder closer. "Rana Vikram Singh."

She knew the name. Everyone in Jagdambapur's legal community knew the name. Vikram Singh was the kind of figure who existed in the spaces between charges and convictions—a drug lord whose opium-poppy fields stretched across the city's western outskirts, whose private militia operated with impunity, whose name appeared in police reports only to be redacted, in witness statements only to be recanted, in court filings only to be dismissed for lack of evidence. He was untouchable. He had been untouchable for fifteen years.

Chanda opened the folder.

Photographs. Burned homes. Collapsed roofs. Charred timbers jutting from rubble like broken ribs. Women in tattered saris holding children with soot-streaked faces. A man on a hospital cot, his legs wrapped in gauze, his eyes staring at the camera with the blankness of someone who had stopped expecting justice.

"Three slum blocks this month," Ankit said quietly. "The militia came at night. Gave the residents ten minutes to leave, then torched everything. Two dead. Seventeen injured. The local police station filed a report—"

"Let me guess. No suspects."

"The report names 'unidentified assailants.' The witnesses who initially identified Singh's men have all retracted their statements." Ankit pulled a chair beside her desk and sat, lowering his voice further. "But I talked to one of the hospital nurses off the record. She said the men who brought the burn victims in were wearing Vikram's colors. Red armbands with a black scorpion. And one of the residents—a woman named Kamla Devi—told the admitting doctor that she recognized the militia commander. A man called Bhairav. Vikram's right hand."

Chanda turned the pages. Police reports. Hospital records. Photographs. And at the back, a single sheet of paper with a name typed in the center: Rana Vikram Singh. Below it, in smaller type: Case Status: Insufficient Evidence for Prosecution.

She stared at the name for a long moment. The letters seemed to pulse on the page, or perhaps that was the pulse in her own temples—the ancient, hungry thing that lived in her blood, stirring from its daytime slumber.

"Who else knows about this file?" she asked.

"Only us. I pulled it from the archives myself. Ma'am—" Ankit leaned forward, his young face creased with concern. "I know what you're thinking. But Vikram Singh is not a slumlord with a bad lawyer. He's connected. Protected. The police won't touch him. Judges look away. If we try to bring a case—"

"We'll fail," Chanda finished for him. "The witnesses will recant. The evidence will disappear. And Vikram Singh will continue burning slums to make room for his poppy fields."

She closed the folder. Placed it in the bottom drawer of her desk. Locked the drawer.

"Go home, Ankit. It's late."

"Ma'am, are you—"

"Go home." A small smile, barely visible, touched the corner of her mouth. "I'm fine. I'll see you tomorrow."

He left reluctantly. She heard his footsteps recede down the corridor, heard the outer door close, heard the building settle into its evening silence.

Chanda sat alone at her desk for a long time, staring at the locked drawer.

The hunger stirred.



Her apartment was on the fourth floor of a crumbling building in the old quarter of Jagdambapur—a neighborhood of narrow lanes and ancient temples, where the street vendors sold marigolds and incense outside doors that had been painted red for centuries. The apartment itself was small: a sitting room, a bedroom, a kitchen she rarely used, a bathroom with a mirror that had once belonged to her mother.

Chanda locked the door behind her. Drew the curtains. Checked that the windows were latched.

Then she went to the bedroom and stood before the mirror.

The woman who looked back at her was the woman the world saw: petite, unremarkable, the white sari hanging from her narrow shoulders like a shroud. The severe bun. The wire-rimmed spectacles. The thin lips and tired eyes. A woman defined by absence—absence of color, absence of curves, absence of anything that might draw a second glance.

Chanda removed her spectacles. Set them on the dresser. Reached up and began pulling the pins from her hair.

One by one, they fell to the dresser's surface with small, sharp clicks. Her hair loosened, tumbled past her shoulders in a dark cascade. She shook it out, watching her reflection, watching the transformation begin before the transformation began—the subtle shift in her posture, the way her spine straightened, the way her chin lifted.

She placed her palm flat against the mirror's surface. The glass was cool against her skin.

She spoke the mantra.

The words were old—older than the city, older than the language she spoke in court, older perhaps than the concept of law itself. They vibrated in her throat like a struck bell, resonated through her bones, set her blood singing with a frequency that human ears could not hear but human bodies could feel.

The transformation began.

It started in her bones. The ache of stretching, of growth, of a skeleton reshaping itself according to a blueprint that had nothing to do with genetics or aging or the quiet diminishment of widowhood. Her spine elongated. Her shoulders broadened. Her ribcage expanded, each breath deeper than the last, filling lungs that were becoming larger, more powerful, hungry for air the way her blood was hungry for something else.

Then the flesh. Her skin darkened—no longer the sallow pallor of a woman who spent her days under fluorescent lights, but a deep, rich brown that seemed to glow from within, as if lit by a furnace burning behind her sternum. Her limbs lengthened, toned, hardened with muscle that appeared like water finding its course—flowing into the hollows of her body, filling her out, giving her substance and weight and presence.

Her breasts swelled. They pushed against the white cotton of her sari blouse, straining the fabric, stretching it until the hooks at the back began to pop one by one with small, desperate sounds. The blouse fell away, and her breasts continued to grow—heavy, round, full, their dark nipples hardening in the cool air of the apartment. She watched them in the mirror, watched the transformation claim this most feminine part of her, and felt the heat pooling between her thighs.

Her hips widened. Her ass filled out, the flat, unremarkable plane of Chanda's buttocks becoming something generous and round and undeniably, provocatively present. Her thighs thickened, their inner surfaces pressing together with a soft whisper of skin against skin. Her waist expanded, complimenting the flare of her hips, the weight of her breasts, the hourglass exaggeration of a body designed not for the courtroom but for something far older and far more dangerous.

Her face remade itself. The severe lines softened. Her cheekbones sharpened, rising like the ridges of a mountain range beneath skin that now seemed to glow with inner light. Her lips filled, becoming fuller, darker, parted slightly to reveal the tips of her fangs—those twin points of ivory that descended from her upper jaw with a sensation that was half pain, half pleasure. Her eyes changed last: the dark brown irises bleeding into crimson, the pupils elongating, becoming the vertical slits of a predator who hunted by night.

And the costume. It materialized on her body like a second skin—summoned from wherever such things were summoned, conforming to every curve, every swell, every inch of her transformed flesh.

The glossy red balconette bra appeared first, its thin straps settling over her shoulders, its metal adjusters clicking into place. The cups pushed her heavy breasts upward and outward, displaying the deep brown swells above the shiny red fabric, her hardened nipples visible through the thin material. The bra barely contained her—each breath caused her breasts to strain against the glossy surface, the fabric creaking softly with the pressure.

The high-cut thong materialized between her thighs, its thin strip of red leather disappearing between the full, round cheeks of her ass. Multiple horizontal red straps crossed her hips—three
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