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      Nik’s feet barely hit the ground as he ran, gravel skidding, boots spewing up handfuls of sand and stones in his wake. His mind was telling him two things. The first was to run, to run as fast as his half-god legs could carry him.

      And he was running.

      Running for his life in the dark of a moonless night along the main street of a little seaside village in Eastern Russia, with no backup. Such brilliant planning on his part was going to follow him probably to an early grave. 

      The thing is, he couldn’t just keep racing along without actually knowing how far away he was from the beasts. He could hear the jabbering and yipping—a chorus of crazed primates. And so he looked back. That was when he broke the second rule. 

      Don’t look back.

      Glancing over his shoulder, Nik swore loudly, then turned and focused again on fleeing. Looking back had been both a bad and a good idea.

      At least now he knew that it was likely he wasn’t going to escape the horde of little goblin creatures on his tail. Nik gritted his teeth and, with a yell that was more for his own support than to scare off the troop of maniacal, jagged-toothed fiends, he reached for the pole of the next streetlamp, using it and the speed of his momentum, to swing him around to face the oncoming horde.

      Nik summoned his power, a little hope rising in him as the magic swirled from his feet to his hands. The power of the earth filled him, but the problem was, the same power fuelled the creatures he faced down.

      He just had to wield it better, smarter. Then a voice inside his head laughed at him. Better and smarter would have been to avoid meeting the horde entirely. Carnivorous, demonic goblins were best avoided at all costs. 

      But no, Nikhil, son of Yama—Lord of the Underworld, Deliverer of Justice—had thought himself too smart, believed he had the skill to outwit the chief of this particular clan of undead monstrosities.

      Nik spent a split second imagining the expression on his father’s face when Nik’s stupidity was revealed. Swallowing hard, he pulled the power to his hands, then infused it with flames, as Mother Kali had taught him, and then he took a deep breath.

      Centering his thoughts, filtering out the distraction of the blood-drenched teeth on the first of the approaching horde, Nik allowed his fire to fill his palms, then spun it into half a dozen smaller orbs. Within seconds he was flinging a dozen fiery missiles at the first of the creatures, enjoying the satisfaction of watching every one of his targets fall to the ground, writhe around encased in flames, and then sputter out of existence in a puff of embers.

      The only problem was he’d killed twelve, but there were still about two hundred of the creatures heading his way.

      Nik forced himself to focus again, staring hard at the monsters closing in on him. Again, he pulled his fire up to his palms, only this time he didn’t waste the effort on globes of light. Nik spilled the magical fire out from his palm, allowing it to flow in a thin stream. Then he drew the flames into a long snaking rope and spun it around his head, Indiana Jones style.

      The approaching horde was louder, now, the sound scraping at Nik’s eardrums, enough to reduce a mortal into a mewling mess. But Nik shut out the cacophony, forcing himself to focus on slaying the first line of oncoming demons.

      He yelled at the top of his voice, no words, just a scream that focused his concentration, pushing as much of his power into the fiery whip as he could. He swung the whip around and struck the closest of the creatures, the thinnest end slicing them in half as easily as a hot knife through jello.

      One swipe had eliminated almost thirty of the crazed demons, and Nik struck again and again, feeling a lilt of hope as he struck them down, line after line, sending the little beasts to the deepest levels of hell as he cut them apart, little pops and puffs of embers confirming his kill before he focused on the next line.

      It wasn’t long before he’d whittled the army down to no more than fifty, and he began to feel triumphant. 

      She’d thought she could best him. Now he’d show her how wrong she was.

      And right then, when his ego had reared its head, when he’d enjoyed the first premature tasting of success, something stabbed him in the back of his knee sending him tipping to the side in shock.

      He regained his awareness quickly enough, dropping into a forward roll, half his attention on striking down another dozen of the goblins, the other half trying to figure out what had been stuck into him.

      The weapon was soon clear enough because it protruded out the front of his leg, having thankfully missed all his bones. Lucky for him.

      But, also not lucky for him.

      A warmth swam up his leg, spreading from the wound like an icy-hot fire, and Nik let out a scream, this one leaning more toward agony than triumph.

      “Damn all the gods of all the Lokas to the deepest darkest holes of Patala,” Nik grunted, aware the stupid curse meant nothing. He had never been all that good at curses.

      Nik forced himself to focus, to push past the pain of the poison filling his bloodstream, to pour all his energy into feeling the whip of fire and slaying the next two dozen gremlins.

      Small mercies, as he counted a little over a dozen of the creatures left. But despite reducing the horde to a very manageable number, Nik knew he would lose if he didn’t come up with a good enough plan.

      The poison was snaking itself all the way up to his torso now, fine threads of a different kind of fire that when it reached his brain would render him as close to dead as a demigod could get. Limbs now numb, Nik fell forward, knees hitting the stones and sending sparks of pain into his flesh. But he didn’t remain upright long enough for it to matter.

      He had to do something, and he had to do it fast.

      Nik fell over on his side and lay sprawled on the gravel street, his whip of fire dropping from his hand, spinning around like a dying snake before it vanished in a puff of flame and smoke.

      He gulped for air as the poison seemed to fill his lungs and obscure his vision. But he wasn’t about to give in. From the earth, he drew the power again the length of his body acting as a larger conduit than his feet had only moments before.

      He supposed there were benefits to falling on his ass after all. The power simmered within his body, not the usual surging heat but rather a low ebb, tamped down by the poison as it slowly began to take him over.

      But he wasn’t about to let that happen.

      Around him, the demon goblins were cackling and jabbering, the noise louder as they converged upon him. Nik gritted his teeth, knowing they wouldn’t take long to sink their grimy teeth into his flesh. And he had no other choice but to get them as close to him as possible.

      And they came, attracted by his vulnerability, fooled by the apparent success of the poison they’d delivered so sneakily. Nik felt them swarm over his numb limbs, tiny feet razor-sharp claws stabbing him as they jumped up and down, ululating their success. They stank, breath fetish from the dead things they devoured, teeth still holding rotten flesh from their last meals, fur matted with blood from who knew how many innocent people.

      Nik blinked slowly as the skin on his cheeks began to lose all feeling. He’d come to save the village from the horde of demon creatures that the people of the town had themselves summoned. They acted out of desperation, using an almost forgotten spell to call upon the protection of the darkest evil, in order to protect them from an evil they believed was far greater than anything they’d ever encountered.

      How wrong they were.

      All they had done was simply anger Her.
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      Nik had to hope that if he managed to survive this ordeal, he’d be able to convince her to give the people of the village a second chance. He was more hopeful than confident.

      He sucked in a ragged breath and scanned the area around him. At last the final three creatures had stepped close enough to Nik, and he was ready.

      Taking in what he could feel was likely the last of his breaths, Nik summoned the latent power that lived within him, a gift from his father, a gift infused by Mother Kali, his benefactor and guru. Now he thrust that power outward, infusing it with flames that burned hotter than the deepest pits of Patala and all the hells beneath.

      Fire raged out of Nik’s body, exploding in a ball of flame, a bomb set off in a controlled perimeter, though with enough power obliterate anything within the space around his body. Flashes of embers flickered around him, little brighter sparks within the giant ball of fire, confirming elimination of each of the rotten little gremlins.

      And as the ball of fire faded, Nik took a slow breath. A half inhalation, if he was to be specific, but enough to inflate his lungs and give him some hope of recovery. He could feel the sensation slowly returning to his limbs, knew in that moment that his plan had worked.

      He’d initially thought to call the power of the earth mother Bhumi, to him, to use that energy to burn off the poison flowing thick and fast within his blood. Which was when he’d figured he could use that same power to kill off the last of the creatures as well.

      Two birds, one fire—so to speak.

      And now he lay there, gravel poking into his skin, darkness enveloping him as the last of the flames faded into nothing. The silence around him was deafening, though it wasn’t as if he’d been expecting to hear a chorus of bravos from the villagers—most of whom would still be hiding in storm shelters and basements across the town.

      Nik took one slow breath after the other until at last, he was able to inhale without the sharp stabbing pains ripping his lungs apart.

      “I have to hand it to you, half-breed. You did well,” said a voice from the shadows to Nik’s left.

      He shifted his gaze and focused on a spot of red emerging from the shadows. A woman sauntered closer, bare feet leaving a trail of blood in her wake as the stones and jagged shells cut into her soles. She didn’t appear to be at all affected by the pain of having her flesh sliced open.

      Not that Nik was surprised.

      The woman sashayed closer, long knee-length hair tousled around her shoulders and flowing down her back in a waterfall of ebony shadows. She was beautiful, entrancingly so, though Nik was immune to her magical charms.

      She came to his side and crouched next to his torso where his skin smarted as feeling began to slowly ebb into his body, the effects of the poison eaten away by the earth-fire.

      She reached a hand out and placed her soft fingertip on the open wound, then studied her blood-drenched skin. Then she placed her finger on her tongue and closed her eyes, savoring the taste of the man’s blood, giving a strange low moan in the depths of her throat.

      Nik shuddered, aware now that he could move more than just his lungs. But he didn’t get up yet. He decided to bide his time in the hopes that she’d agree to his bargain. He’d come with his father’s blessing to make the appropriate deal with her in order to get her to stop killing the villagers.

      She laughed then, and he shifted his gaze back to her to see that she’d been watching him. Her features flickered from pale-skinned youth to leathery hag-like ancient, until she settled for youth, possibly to gain some kind of common ground or empathy from him.

      Why though? Why would she care that he be open to hearing her out? Why attempt the seduction even if it were only meant to appease his senses in order to bargain? Did she feel outweighed, perhaps? Was she at some sort of disadvantage? Who really knew with a goddess as old as she was.

      Right now, Nik had to do whatever he could to save the people of the town who were currently under the protection of his father, Yama.

      She was laughing now, soft chuckles that were so deceivingly sultry that it would have been so easy to forget who she truly was. Nik blinked and forced away the web she was attempting to weave around him.

      He cleared his throat. “I came in peace, Mataji.”

      “Oh, I know that, beautiful boy.”

      Nik frowned then pushed himself up onto his elbows. When she didn’t stop him, he shifted to sit up, forcing her to move backward. He squinted at her, eyes narrowed. “You knew I came in peace, but you allowed those…creatures to almost kill me?” Nik asked, trying to ensure his tone did not convey all of the outrage he felt.

      She tilted her head to the side, loosening the hair she’d tucked behind her ear, allowing it shadow half her face. Every move she made was seduction, but Nik found he was well able to remain unaffected.

      She sighed, the fight in her eyes fading as though she knew she couldn’t sway him. Then she straightened to stand before him, her glamor shifting to something legend, and a little older than the teen beauty she’d projected moments ago.

      “So tell me, Nikhil, son of Dharamraj. What is the child of Justice doing here, so far from the lands you are meant to protect?”

      She almost sounded insulted, and Nik hoped he hadn’t already lost the opportunity to convince her. He shifted smoothly, boosting himself up to his feet, restraining himself from dusting off the seat of his pants. His butt and thighs itched from where pebbles and stones had dug into the flesh, and not to mention burned from the bites left behind by those awful gremlins.

      He cleared his throat. “I bring the humblest apologies from my father and hope that you will allow me to state his reasons. And I will return with your decision, no matter what it may be. My Lord Yama wishes only for you to know the reasons for which this village is under his protection.”

      Now anger filtered along her features, the skin shifting, undulating over bone to reveal an older woman, her black as night hair shimmering to a silvery glow. “My old friend Yama, seeks to tell me what to do about my own people, does he?”

      Nik swallowed. He’d been well aware this wasn’t going to be easy. “My humble respect to you, Mother. I am only here to convey my lord’s position.” Nik gave a short bow then straightened to stare around him at the small sleeping town. “If you will forgive my impertinence, Mother. May I ask why these creatures were brought to this town at all? We were led to believe they have fed on the villagers and reduced the population by twenty percent already.”

      She smiled then, black eyes shifting to silver, then returning to blank nothing. “Ah, I see that news has traveled all the way to the underworld. I suppose I should not have expected much more as of course the dead keep no secrets from my lord, the bestower of Justice.”

      Nik remained silent, allowing her to ponder her answer, and the vacuum of sound seemed to only encourage her to speak. She gave a long, almost defeated sigh. “Walk with me, child of Yama.” 

      She waved a hand and Nik obeyed, moving to walk at her side. In a blink, every inch of Nik’s flesh that had only moments before been throbbing with pain when the goblin creatures had fed on chunks of his body, was suddenly free from pain. Nik wasn’t sure if he should thank her for restoring his body and healing his wounds, so he said nothing, making a note to thank her before he left to return to Patala.

      She led him down the street to the docks, where three piers poked out into the sea, each near a hundred yards long. Tied to the piers were hundreds of little boats, all carved from local trees, all of which brought home the only food the people of the town could afford to keep them alive. Beyond the perimeter of the village itself, the land was a barren wasteland, soon to be blanketed in snow, acres of nothing where no life sparked, where no animals roamed, no plants and trees took root.

      She must have been following the direction of Nik’s gaze because she said, “You know of what happened here?”

      He nodded. “A chemical spill and an explosion of atomic proportions. The fallout killed everything around it, except for this town, though it was a little unclear as to why they survived.”

      She turned to him, eyes bright and curious. “So, what were the theories?”

      “Some said the town was protected by wet weather coming in off the sea, possibly a squall that blew the poisonous gases away from the village.”

      “And you believed that theory?”

      Nik shook his head. “Not really. It’s an interesting theory, but I believe you warded the town to protect it. I don’t know why, though I assume you must care for the people in some way. I had to wonder that perhaps they must have worshipped you. Perhaps that would explain why you’d protect them from certain death.”

      She smiled then, her skin taking on a glow that Nik—had he not already known who and what she was—would have assumed was a blush. “You are quite intelligent for a child of Yama.

      Nik blinked. Now, what was that supposed to mean?
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      Nik stared at the goddess, wondering if he should have countered her words. But she didn’t give him a chance to question her. 

      “And yes, child. You are correct,” she continued as though she hadn’t even paused. “Many of the townspeople worshipped me once, and even though in recent times they have neglected their oaths to me, I still shielded them from the worst of the poisoned air.”

      Nik frowned. “But you were able to save them all?” he asked, feeling a sense of weariness flow over him, already beginning to understand where this tale would end.

      She shook her head. “Sadly, no. Much of the toxic air passed the town by, but those living up on the hillside were too far out to receive the protection of my shield. I must confess it was my fault for not thinking to extend the perimeter to reach to the summit of the surrounding mountains. For that, I bear the burden of the deaths of those innocents.”

      Nik felt the pain in her voice and shook his head. “But you did what you could, what you were able to do at the time. You cannot see the future any more than Lord Yama himself, surely you cannot blame yourself. You did save so many.”

      She gave a sad smile. “Perhaps this is the way you think, and it assures me of your wisdom. But the people of the town lost family who lived up on the hillside. Those in the depths of grief do not easily forgive.”

      Nik felt a sense of emptiness wash over him, a dread that said she was about to tell him nothing good. “What did they do?”

      She shrugged, sadness filling her eyes. “They performed a ritual, of course. The elders knew better than to dabble in ancient rituals, but they were overruled. The young ones…they believed they knew better.” She reached out a hand and rested a finger in the center of Nik’s forehead.

      He didn’t resist and instead focused on emptying his mind to receive the vision. And within seconds he was surrounded by raucous shouting, men and women arguing at the top of their lungs. Nik blinked and looked around, studying the gathering of people in what appeared to be a small hall, possible a performance auditorium.

      At the one end, a long table was occupied by three men and two women, all middle-aged to elderly, their faces hopeless and weary.

      One of the men raised his hand. “Do not be hasty, Yuri. This is not a game. You do not understand the darkness you could bring upon our town.”

      A young man scoffed, throwing his blond hair to his side, a vanity and arrogance in the move. Hands on his hips, he smirked. “Maybe it’s time for the old guard to give way to the new. You have sat up there, a council that has presided over us for decades, but perhaps it is now time for you all to move aside and allow more modern thinkers to take your place.”

      A rumble of disagreement filtered through the hall and the men and women at the table were all shaking their heads and exchanging fearful glances. To Nik, they seemed very afraid, and he felt that pain deep inside his heart.

      The older woman at the table raised her hand. “You must not be rash, Yuri. Mila, please speak to your husband and make him understand that this is not a game. We will bring upon our people a terrible curse. Please, you must listen to us.”

      Another man stood from within the crowd. “Don’t be stupid, Yuri. That spell is dangerous. We all know how terrible it can be, which is why that book has been hidden all these years. You don’t know what will come forth during that summoning.”

      Yuri turned to face the speaker, fist raised as he replied, “Don’t you start that with me, Father. You’ve all kept this from us. You all knew we had a way to punish her for what she’s done to us, and you kept it to yourselves.”

      “This isn’t the way.”

      “You should not tempt fate.”

      “We have a right to make our own choices.”

      “She saved us. She does not deserve punishment.”

      “She’s taken care of us for centuries.”

      “She let our families die.”

      “You will bring her wrath upon us, and where will we be then?”

      The people were up in arms, nobody able to agree with each other. And even from the vision, Nik could feel the fury and grief simmering in the hall.

      The vision changed to a shadowy clearing where a circle of fiery torches lit a gathering of people, faces all hidden by red masks. They held hands, chanting words to a spell that sent shivers up and down Nik’s spine.

      He kept watching as black shadows began to swirl above the circle of people, smudges of darkness that spun faster, like a hurricane of evil. Which Nik knew was precisely that, only something a little more than what the villagers had hoped for.

      More than Yuri had hoped for as well. Nik spotted him lying on the ground, his throat torn out, two ravenous goblins feeding on him in a frenzy of blood and gore.

      Then the vision changed again, and Nik stood in the middle of the main street, a few feet from where he’d been only moments ago, but this time he was surrounded by screaming people all being chased by the same evil little goblins he’d just fought.

      Nik took a shuddering breath, and the vision faded. He found himself staring up at the village, blinking away the vision of evil monsters feeding upon the people of the town, both innocent and not so innocent. 

      Yuri had seen the fruits of his misguided deeds, had brought the wrath of the evil and the demonic upon his people--despite the warning of his elders. But he hadn’t lived long enough to regret.

      And now the people of the village were paying for the rashness of impatient youth. Nik shook his head and sighed. “It is such a terrible thing. One choice brings the death of half the town.”

      She nodded slowly. “They believed they were summoning a creature capable of punishing me, capable of eliminating me from the earth, sending me to the hell I rose from. Little do they know this land is my land, a land born of my blood, and my tears. I’d give my soul for my people, sacrifice my last breath for the children of my soul. But yet they betray me when tragedy falls. When grief takes hold, they fight against their mother. Perhaps they are as innocent as babes. And now they will pay with more deaths, more losses of the people they love. This village is reduced to only a quarter of its original population, and they will have to rebuild almost from the ground up. And its possible they will continue to hold that hatred for me close to their hearts. For that, I will grieve forever.”

      Nik studied her face now, in awe of her love and so relieved that she hadn’t been the one to kill so many innocent villagers. Not that she hadn’t ever been violent to mortals. She was a fearsome goddess, a wrathful earth mother, the crone, the mother, the maiden.

      But today, in the face of the horror that had befallen this little village, this terrible goddess was nothing more than a mother shedding tears for her children.

      Nik gave a short nod. “Is there something I can do to help? I will explain to my Lord Yama when I return, but is there something you wish for me to do while I am here?” he asked, aware it was possible she’d take offense at his offer.

      But she simply smiled and tilted her head to study him. “Your heart is good, child of Death. Perhaps there is hope for you yet, despite your progenitor.”

      Nik wanted to laugh. She seemed to have a thing against his father, which was something he wanted to know more about. Still, despite his curiosity, he said nothing.

      She chuckled. “And in answer to your question, perhaps you could go into the village and help them to restore order, to bring the people together at least to a point that they can see there is hope for a future.” As she spoke, she began to walk off, entering the main street of the town, hands spread wide as though begging the heavens for its tears.

      And as she walked, her skirts traced the ground, red and black fabric swishing along gravel and stone as she passed body after body.

      And as she walked, the stones shifted, and little stalks began to rise, leaves unfurling at the tips, buds opening in a burst of color which surrounded the bodies that littered the streets.

      And as she walked, the survivors watched in awe as a riot of color filled the streets, providing a bed of natural beauty for their loved ones.

      Nik watched and felt his heart blossom too, filling with hope. He’d just witnessed a goddess who had always been known for her connection to blood and death, who’d often been painted as evil or cruel because mortals could not wrap their minds around the rawness and purity of pure nature.

      Nik watched as the goddess kept walking, she left a field of blossoms in her wake, as she disappeared into the mist at the border of the village, as the darkness and shadows of the night swallowed her whole. Nik was left with only one prayer—that she would find some semblance of peace. And that the people of the town would someday understand the true nature of their patron.

      The Earth Goddess, Baba Yaga.
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      Nik entered the little village in Baba Yaga’s wake, heading to the main hall where Yuri and his followers had taken on the elders. Inside he’d found the remaining survivors huddled in groups all around the large room, whispering together, faces colored in sadness and regret.

      People had turned to him when he’d entered, but his glamor would have hidden him well enough as he crossed the hall and approached a young woman.

      Mila, wife to Yuri. He drew to her side where she was ladling soup into a small bowl held out by a little girl with a streak of blood across her forehead and two bandages wrapped around the upper arm of one hand, the forearm of the other. A third thicker bandage was wrapped around her shin, and she limped away, taking care to avoid dropping any of the hot liquid on the floor.

      “Why did you not tell him to stop?” Nik asked softly as he came to stand beside Mila.

      Her golden hair was flattened beneath a dark blue scarf, bright blue eyes faded in grief. The question made her hand shake, and she set the ladle on a plate beside the large soup pot. She wiped her hands on her apron, then ran her fingers along her fringe to tuck her escaping strands behind her ears. 

      She looked up at Nik and gave a hesitant smile. “Yuri wasn’t the easiest person to talk down when he got all passionate about something. He lost his sister and his two nephews after the cloud passed over the town. He was the one who found them. Went up to check on them, thinking he’d take them some food and fresh water. He didn’t expect to find they’d been killed by the toxic smoke.”

      Nik nodded sagely. “So their deaths fuelled his passion to avenge the villagers?”

      Mila let out a sad breath. “Not sure why he got it into his head that he needed to punish Baba Yaga. She cannot raise the dead. And even if she could, we wouldn’t have asked her to do such a thing. He was so deep in his grief he couldn’t see straight.” The young woman sighed, and a soft sob escaped. “I only wish he would have listened. Look at what he did to us. He killed more people in his attempt at vengeance than were killed on the hillside settlement in the first place.”

      Nik was struck by the young woman’s maturity and had to wonder how she’d ended up married to the headstrong Yuri. Perhaps she wanted a man who would take charge. Sadly the ramifications of his actions would remain with his wife for the rest of her life.

      Nik studied her face for a long while, satisfied to know that she’d survived and would remain alive in order to fulfill the destiny that had been written for her.
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        * * *

      

      “And you remained in the village on cleanup duty at Baba Yaga’s request?” asked Lord Yama, his furrowed brow implying great displeasure at his son’s decision.

      Nik had returned to Patala in the wake of his time in the village where he’d helped with the cleanup of the streets and where he’d seen the softest of smiles at the sight of Baba Yaga’s field of flowers.

      Many had taken comfort from the patches of color in which their loved ones had lain, reinforcing their belief in their goddess. Still, not all the villagers were impressed by the show of sad beauty. Many of Yuri’s young supporters remained angry though Mila’s voice had risen above them all.

      Now, standing in Yama’s throne room to debrief the god on the mission, Nik nodded slowly. “I did what I could to help out. She appeared to be greatly affected by the whole episode.” Nik stopped speaking, swallowed then hesitated.

      “Speak, boy. There is no time to waste.” Yama sat forward on his great throne, resting his elbows on his knees, eyes glittering like obsidian orbs as he awaited his son’s response. The epitome of intimidation.

      Nik took a slow breath. “I admit I veered from the original plan in order to help the goddess. I could see how deeply she cared for the villagers.”

      “Did you get to explain to her the importance of that village to us?” Yama asked softly.

      Nik had been despatched with the express instruction to make sure Baba Yaga was informed as to the importance of the young woman Mila. And, to ensure that no matter what she did, she was to protect Mila’s life at all costs.

      “No. Baba Yaga didn’t seem to care why I was there. I would have told her, but things took a different turn when she showed me what had happened to bring the demonic goblins to the town.”

      “I take it the villagers summoned them,” Yama said.

      “Yes. A small group of young, very angry villagers had decided they were no longer going to submit to Baba Yaga and were looking for a way to punish her.”

      Yama nodded, though he still appeared worried. “Do you believe the village and the current inhabitants are now safe?”

      Nik nodded. “I checked on her, the woman you wanted to protect. She was well. Sustained minor injuries, a few bites that the goddess healed when she passed through the town.”

      “She healed them?” Yama’s eyebrows waggled.

      “She did. She wanted to help them. I’m concerned...she’s been distraught. So I didn’t tell her about the woman. The timing….”

      Yama snorted. “Sometimes, Nikhil, I think you are too empathetic in situations of emotion.” The god let out an impatient sigh, but it seemed pertinent to Nik that his father didn’t admonish him. He’d simply made a statement, and for once it didn’t sound like a criticism.

      Nik wasn’t sure how to reply. Whatever he said, would undoubtedly be aligned with his mortal genetics and he preferred to avoid bringing up the topic, especially to his father. Yama didn’t enjoy discussing his mortal wife who’d refused to come to live in Patala alongside him.

      Yama seemed to be on the same wavelength as Nik as he said, “Will you visit her soon? I want to propose something to her.”

      Nik’s eyes narrowed as he studied his father. “Propose what?” he asked, a little concerned about what his father was trying to rope him into.

      Yama chuckled. “Don’t worry, son. It’s just our longevity discussion.”

      Nik smiled sadly. “I’ll talk to her.”

      Yama had finally agreed to have Nik talk to her, for which he was glad. It would mean he’d need to visit her in Florida where she’d been living these past few years. Which wasn’t at all a bad deal. Nik got to spend time with his mother, and also got the opportunity to surf. It was his secret passion, something he’d attempted to keep to himself as much as he could.

      Then Nik studied his father’s face. “How does this longevity option work? I hope it’s nothing ridiculous. Mom’s not about to agree to something weird.”

      Yama ran a hand across his chin and nodded, though his expression was dour. “That much I have extensive experience with.”

      Nik fell silent, understanding all too well the pain his father experienced. Having a mortal mother, and a father who will never die, isn’t the easiest life to balance. Every so often, Nik would pause and think about his life with a sense of wonder, recalling a time long ago when he’d first discovered who and what he was.
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      Nik wiped the counter with a rag, making sure to get all the tiny bits of dried chocolate that had been spilled by a cute little kid with pigtails and bright green eyes. He was still smiling at the end of his late-night shift at the Rock ’n Roll Diner when he was throwing out the trash in the back alley that stank to high heaven.

      He wrinkled his nose, though to be fair it wasn’t as though he couldn’t deal with odors. It was simply the fact that certain smells put him on edge, and rotting meat was one of them. He let go of the lid of the dumpster and was already walking off down the dark alley before it clanged shut.

      The noise filled the night, and Nik winced, almost hearing Rod’s voice yelling out “How many times have I told you not to let that blinkin’ lid shut so loud. You’re going to give me a headache.”

      Smirking, Nik hitched the strap of his backpack a little higher, focusing on his next stop, the library where he planned to get his study on. The little town of Memphis, Florida was tiny enough to miss out on being on most maps but large enough to score a library funded by the state coffers.

      And thanks to that library, Nik was able to complete much of his homework and studies before he got home every evening. Studying at home was a task near impossible what with the little piano player two floors down. He practiced every day for an hour in the morning and three in the afternoon, and sadly, he wasn’t getting any better.

      The thing was, the old lady who lived in the house was a piano teacher so not only was her nephew in training but she also had a revolving door of students enough to keep a guy in a perpetual state of insanity. 

      Still, there was the odd kid who displayed some form of talent, and those were the ones Miss Rose focused on. Either way, Nik preferred the peace and quiet of the library. He was hurrying to the crosswalk, weaving between scores of couples out on the town—men in military uniforms and ladies in pillbox hats and puffy pastel skirts, waving around their white-gloved hands as they spoke.

      Nik passed a movie theatre displaying a gigantic marquee announcing its last showing of Hello Dolly, and he made a mental note to take his mom to see it, fan of Streisand that she was. Nik’s mom, Archana, was working a late shift tonight at the local hospital, and Nik had made it a habit to be as undemanding as possible. She was often exhausted, as a surgeon, she spent many a late night at the hospital, and he was all too aware that she had a harder time of it proving herself in this day and age, what with being one of the few women in a man’s world.

      He sighed as he scurried across the road, skipped aside to avoid being splashed as a purple Pontiac Firebird roared by. The new car was all the rage these days too, much like The Beatles, and the croonings of Elvis, of course. Nik was hurrying across a courtyard that led to the library when he sensed someone following him.

      A quick glance over his shoulder confirmed that he had picked up more than one tail. Four young men were following him, hands tucked in the pockets of their football jackets, shoulders rounded, chins tucked in to keep their faces hidden. The night was darkness with patches of golden light where the streetlamp lit a small circle at equal intervals along the pathway.

      And as the four men walked beneath the light, Nik groaned. Eric Stedman, and his little posse. No surprises there. The furtive glances over their shoulders, checking the darkness for possible witnesses, the knuckles to their noses every few minutes—a good sign of speed use. Nik had had his own run-ins with this squad of bullies, and he’d chosen to stay out of their way as much as he could.

      The only problem was some bullies don’t take no for an answer. Tends to make them feel powerless and the only way they know how to take back that power is to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget. The group had watched and waited until he’d finished his shift and then followed him to the library where it would be less populated on a Saturday.

      Nik kept his strides long and even, reluctant to warn his stalkers that he was aware of their presence. They wanted to get the jump on him, thinking the surprise would be to their advantage. Well, they had another think coming, and Nik was going to enjoy this.

      He’d always been careful to keep his strength and skill under wraps. Over the last few years, Nik had honed those skills, hand-to-hand combat and hand-held weapons-techniques being the strongest of his abilities. He’d gone over to the next town in order to train in secret, his mother having arranged for a son of a coworker to train him with over a dozen different weapons.

      Nik was closing in on the steps that led up to the main entrance of the library. The building was a squat angry-looking stone monstrosity that didn’t appear in the least inspiring to potential learners. He took it as a positive that the front windows were dark stained-glass, allowing near-zero visibility from within the building.

      Which meant no witnesses.

      Probably why the thugs behind him had also chosen the library as the location of attack. Which would work to Nik’s advantage rather than Stedman and his crew’s.

      Low thudding of sneakers on stone echoed to Nik as he took the first step, increasing in pace as the goons closed in on Nik.

      A collection of shadows came into view, thanks to the help of a couple of well-placed lights, and Nik spun on his heel to face his attackers. As he moved, he caught sight of their surprised faces, and Nik wasn’t sure which had shocked them most, the fact that he wasn’t at all afraid or that he’d been aware of them and had turned in time.

      Eric growled, “Get him, boys.” And his three attack dogs sprang forward, eyes wide, ready to wipe the floor with Nik. Only that wasn’t at all what happened.

      A ham-fisted punch came flying at Nik, and he shifted sharply to the side, avoiding the blow by an inch before slamming the heel of his hand hard on the guy’s wrists. A loud crack echoed around him, followed by a gruff mewling as his attacker fell to the ground. 

      But Nik had little time to pay attention as a second attack was already underway. As he moved swiftly to the side, a sneakered foot sliced at his knee, but Nik simply angled his foot and kicked hard at the guy’s ankle, listening to a satisfying crunch as the guy’s bones shattered.

      For a short moment, Nik had to wonder when it had been that injuring a fellow student had become something which wouldn’t have affected his conscience in the least.

      Probably when they began to use you as a punching bag? whispered a bitter voice in his ear. 

      Nik blinked and almost missed the glint of metal in the darkness. At what seemed like the last second, he stiffened and spun away, avoiding the oncoming knuckle-buster with barely a hairsbreadth to spare. The guy grunted, whirling away in frustration before rounding on Nik again. He let out an angry whine-grunt when Nik landed a solid punch to his gut, then sank to the ground retching until the choking sounds of vomiting filled the air.

      “What the hell is wrong with you three? You’re supposed to get him, not play games,” Eric called, his tone far more whiney than his injured friends.

      None of the guys responded, each too busy dealing with their own agonies.

      Eric, finally losing his cool and giving up all hope that his pals were going to succeed in getting Nik, gave a wild yell and raced at Nik. A simmering fury filled Nik as he glared at the kid racing at him. Eric’s face was red with anger, eyes wide and maniacal as he sprinted headlong at Nik.

      Time seemed to slow down, and Nik watched,  head heating up, fingers curling into fists so tight that his nails cut deep into his palms. He lifted his hands, a haze of anger coloring his vision, a strange fiery sensation flowing over his skin and into his fists.

      He raised his hand, ready to hurl a solid punch to Eric’s mouth, waiting to enjoy the pleasure of ripping open skin, drawing blood and relieving the asshole of a tooth or two. And just then, a woman’s voice whispered to him gently, “Nikhil, son of Justice. Are you ready for the consequences of being the one who takes a life before fate has decreed it be taken?”

      Stunned, Nik understood two things in that moment. The voice was real.

      And time had frozen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Nik stared around him, a little freaked out that the speaker—because he had most definitely not imagined that voice, or the words she’d spoken—was still invisible. His fist was still raised, and beyond his knuckles, just inches away was Eric’s face.

      And suddenly the urge to injure the other boy faded away. He blinked again. What had she meant by calling him the son of Justice? He didn’t have a father. Well, not one who’d stuck around anyway. 

      “Who’s there?” he asked, voice quivering as he stared into the darkness, knowing he looked about as crazy as Eric did now with his features frozen so grotesquely on his wide-eyed, bare-toothed frenzied expression.

      A gentle laugh followed, the sound floating on the air and twisting around Nik like a ghostly song. He wanted to yell out at the night, to demand the spirit—or whatever she was—show herself. But something told him that would be a very bad idea. 

      He wasn’t yet sure what he was dealing with but considering he was a descendant of an almost forgotten Dravidian tribe—through his mother—Nik was reasonably well-informed regarding the ancient myths and tales, his mom having taken great delight in scaring the living crap out of him with her horror stories featuring ghosts and ghouls, spirits and demons.

      Had one of them finally found him? Was he going to have to come to terms with the truth that his mom’s fantasy stories were in fact based in reality? Which, of course, would be the pinnacle of ridiculousness. It was 1969 for freak’s sake. 

      Eric and his thugs were still frozen in place, so Nik dropped his hands and turned to scan the area around him. Nothing moved, not even the leaves on the trees, and cold fingers of dread crept up his spine. Then the sound of movement drifted to his ears: fabric swishing against limbs, hinting that the disembodied speaker was drawing closer.

      “Do not fear me, Nikhil. Do not deny that the universe is more than you can see. Do not deny that you are more than you know.” The voice echoed around Nik, both around him and within his head.

      Maybe it was her words that released the paralysis of Nik’s limbs. Or maybe it was the shifting of color in the air beside him as the faded form of a woman began to take shape. Long black hair, yards of red fabric draped sensually around her generous curves, skin that would have been a dusky golden brown had it not possessed an inky blue tinge.

      Or maybe it was the blue-skin.

      Whatever got him moving, Nik couldn’t decide, but he didn’t care. He spun on his heel and ran for his life, as though the devil himself was giving chase.

      You don’t believe in the devil remember.

      Nik ignored the voice in his head, though he much preferred the sound of his own conscience to that of the ghost he’d just seen. Because, for freak’s sake, he’d just seen a ghost. A bhoot, a pisaca, or something on the list his mom had taught him ages ago.

      He didn’t care to label it now. All he wanted was to get the hell away from her. He raced up the stairs and into the building’s foyer, paused a second as he got his bearings then hung a left, sprinting for the payphone while digging into his pocket for the spare change he kept there just in case. 

      The public phone on the wall near the restrooms came into view, and Nik skidded to a stop, grabbed the receiver and slammed the coins into the slot, whispering, “Please be home, please be home,” as he listened to the clicking on the other end of the line. Seconds later, he was listening again as the rotary dial took forever as he dialed in one number at a time, fingers shaking and almost slipping on each rotation.

      The hall behind him remained empty though he didn’t allow himself to breathe yet. At last, the phone began to ring on the other end, and Gordie answered, “Green residence.”

      “Gordie. I need your help. Meet me at the library. Now! My life depends on it.” Nik almost yelled the words down the phone.

      “Nik? What’s going on?”

      Nik rolled his eyes, looked over his shoulder, and could have sworn he saw the air shift to red for the briefest second. He’d have to get out of the building another way. “Shit, Gordie. Get the hell over here now. Meet me at the back entrance, or I’m dead. And keep the engine running!” Then he cut the call and hoped his friend would get his ass moving.

      Nik knew Gordie would come through, that by now his nerdy best friend would be racing outta the house and throwing himself into his Firebird. It would take Gordie five minutes or so to get here, less if he put the pedal to the metal. 

      Nik’s mention of death may likely encourage a faster journey. Now he just had to figure out what to do in the meantime to hold the ghost off, and to avoid leading her directly to Gordie or he may end up endangering his buddy as well.

      Nik hung up and began to back away, eyes on the hall, on the spot where he’d seen the smudge of red. The sound of anklet bells drifted to him, and he wanted to swear, fear clenching his chest like a fiery fist. 

      Shit, shit, shit. What am I supposed to do now?

      He thought of calling his mom, asking her for one of her hokey spells that he always thought was a joke. But what good would that do for him right now? He had no way of getting his hands on frankincense or cloves or camphor, let alone the ability to whip up a nice little fire to throw the talisman into.

      Suddenly the hallway smelled of frankincense and sandalwood, and Nik’s throat closed. 

      You have got to be kidding me.

      Was he manifesting those scents, or was this ghost reading his mind? He didn’t have the courage to confront her. It. Whatever it was. So he turned and ran again, boots skidding on the lino as he reached the men’s room, decided against getting caught in a room with no way out, then raced past and straight on to the fire doors that would take him to the back parking lot.

      So much for not leading her to the getaway car.

      He still had time before Gordie arrived so he took a left and raced around the building, praying he’d lead her away long enough to be back around when Gordie arrived. Sneaking a glance over his shoulder, he almost let out a squeal of shock as the red smudge had darkened and the woman’s shape had solidified even more. He faced ahead and ran, the muscles in his thighs burning as he covered ground as fast as he could.

      Around her waist, he’d seen a belt of what he thought were hands, but he had to have imagined it. Maybe his fear was making him see things. But then he glanced back at her again, and now a necklace of skulls swayed from her neck as she floated toward him.

      A necklace of skulls? A belt made of hands? Blue skin? No way. No freaking way. It couldn’t be the goddess Kali. Was this ghost trying to make him see something she hoped would scare him?

      That would have been a waste of time because his mom had educated him on the true meaning of the goddess, made him understand that the belief in the mother goddess Kali stemmed from the desire to eliminate the negative, the bad, the darkness in one’s life, all personified as demons, or labeled as obstacles. Kali was good. 

      And Kali was simply not chasing him and scaring the living crap out of him. Nik ran fast, praying ever harder that Gordie would get there by the time he circumnavigated the library building.

      In the distance, Nik could hear the rumbling of the Firebird engine, and he would have sighed with relief. Instead, he let out a shriek as a hand tapped his shoulder. He skidded to a stop, almost stumbled and fell on his face.

      Spinning around, he came face to face with the ghost, though she no longer wore her gory jewelry. “Why do you run from me, my child? You should not fear me. I could never harm you, that much you already know.” Her words were so gentle, so loving, her expression only echoing her assurance that she wouldn’t hurt him. But then she tilted her head and smiled, before saying, “You are far too valuable to the universe for any of us to endanger your life.”

      Well then.

      Nik shook his head and backpedaled. “Leave me alone!” he said, his plea somewhere between a whisper and a scream. Then he ran, pushing himself harder than he ever had before.

      Taking the last corner, he raced at break-neck speed for Gordie’s car as it entered the lot and skidded around so the passenger door would be closer to Nik. Gordie’s eyes were wide, and he reached out and flung open the door just in time for Nik to throw himself in and yell, “Drive!”

      Without a word, Gordie gunned the engine and sped out of the parking lot spraying gravel as he went. “What the hell is going on Nik?” Gordie asked, his voice taut. He was hunched over the steering wheel, fingers gripping tight as though channeling Nik’s desperation.

      Nik took a breath. “You won’t believe me even if I told you,” he said, clearing his throat as he looked over his shoulder and out behind the car. The reddish blotch of color now hovered when Gordie’s car had stopped to pick Nik up. “Shit.”
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      Gordie looked over at Nik, eyes wide now. “Shit? Whaddya mean ‘Shit’?” The guy gulped, his Adam’s apple pulsing as he swallowed. “Man, Nik. You look like you’ve just seen a ghost. Even with your complexion, I can tell.”

      Nik snorted. “You don’t know how close you are. Just get us out of here fast.”

      “I’m going as fast as I can. I don’t wanna get pulled over.” Gordie’s tone was reasonable, but Nik’s gut was churning. They couldn’t afford careful. But Gordie wasn’t the type to throw caution to the wind. 

      Not a rule-breaker, our Gordie.

      Clearing his throat again, Nik said, “You know how I told you all those horror stories back when we were kids?”

      “Yeah, sure. Out in the backyard, shining torches under our chins.” Gordie nodded. “Some of that shit was scary. Gave me nightmares.”

      “Yeah, well. Let’s just say it’s possible some of those stories were true,” Nik said, his voice breaking on a note a little too high for his liking.

      Gordie looked over at Nik. “What?” his blue eyes were wide, blonde hair mussed. 

      His cardigan was on back to front and upside down, the tag sitting just below the collar of his shirt. Nik didn’t bring it to his attention for fear that Gordie would likely try to fix it while driving. The guy was far too anal for Nik’s liking.

      When Nik didn’t reply, Gordie glared harder. “Nik? What the hell, man? What’s going on?” He yelled, eyes still on Nik.

      Lights flared on the road in front of them, and a horn blared. “Gordie!” Nik screeched, just as Gordie wrenched the wheel to bring the car back into the correct lane. “Watch the freaking road, man. I like being alive.”

      Gordie let out a growl. “Jeez, Nik. You’re freaking me out.” He was yelling now, so when he did fall silent, Nik felt the pressure to answer honestly weigh down on him.

      “I want to tell you the truth, but I’m worried that if you know, it might put you in danger.””

      “Nik,” Gordie said patiently. “Considering I’m your getaway driver I think I’m already involved. So cut the crap.”

      Nik sighed and was about to describe what had just happened when a voice from the back of the car said, “Perhaps you are right to avoid involving your friend. I would hate for him to be collateral damage.”

      Spinning around in his seat, Nik let out a screech a little unbecoming of a man as he stared at the ghostly woman who was sitting quite calmly in the back seat. 

      “Gordie. Get us to holy ground!”

      Gordie yelled back, “Where exactly? Holy ground? The cemetery is closest.”

      “Yeah. Get us there fast. Before we’re both dead,” Nik spoke, watching the spirit as she smiled serenely back at him. 

      Gordie changed gears, the engine of the Firebird screaming as they sped down the road. Thankfully, they’d reached the edge of town, away from the residential zones the cops were always watching for racers.

      Nik checked the mirror, gut twisting to see the woman sitting there as she didn’t have a care in the world. They were heading to holy ground for freak’s sake. She should have skedaddled by now.

      She met his eyes just then, tilting her head to one side. “You are wasting your time, Nikhil, son of Justice. You will listen to me in the end. All this running is just going to delay our discussion.”

      Nik grunted and spun in his seat. “Justice? I don’t know anyone named Justice. Why don’t you just leave me alone?” he yelled, realizing too late he’d lost control.

      Eyes still on the road, Gordie said, “Nik? Why are you talking to fresh air?”

      Nik did a half-turn, but he didn’t move his eyes off the spirit. Something told him that would be a bad idea. “Sorry, Gord. Just get us there quick, okay?”

      “We’re almost there. But really Nik, are you sure I shouldn’t be taking you to Belvedere House?”

      “What the frack is Belvedere House?” Nik asked out of the corner of his mouth.

      Gordie grunted now. “It’s the insane asylum, Nik. You know, the place up on the hill where Crazy Maisey was sent after she went cuckoo.”

      To the sound of tinkling laughter courtesy of the ghostly woman in the back seat, Nik replied, “Very funny, Gordie. Now just—”

      “Oh shut up, Nik. We’re here.” Gordie hung a sharp right and sped into the narrow gravel road that would take them to the town’s only cemetery. Gordie skidded to a stop at the gates which were locked, a thick chain and ancient padlock locking them out.

      “Now what?” yelled Gordie as he braked, coming to a stop only a foot from the iron gates.

      “Now we climb. We have to get inside.” Nik scrambled from the car and was almost at the gates when he hesitated. Turning on his heel, he said, “Maybe you can go, Gordie. There’s no need for you to stay and possibly get into more trouble.”

      Nik watched as the spirit faded away from the back seat then materialized again in the middle of the road behind their car. She was keeping her distance, so perhaps there was still hope.

      Gordie flung his door open and shut off the car. He grabbed the keys muttering to himself as he ran for the gates and began to scale the iron bars so numbly that for a second Nik was frozen in shock. The guy was moving faster than Nik had expected. Had Gordie been hiding his athletic skills behind his high IQ all along?

      Gordie was almost over the gate when he yelled, “What the hell are you waiting for? Need me to come carry you over or something?” he shouted angrily.

      Nik swallowed, then raced for the gates and followed his friend over. They both landed at the same time, Nik producing a speed he didn’t even know he possessed.

      The power of fear really does put wings on your feet, huh?

      Neither boy wasted time as they hit the ground. They spun and raced for the first line of headstones, a motley collection of cracked, broken marble and stone, peppered with gleaming new glossy grave-markers, and a handful of crying angels with pure white wings almost ready for flight.

      The pair skidded to a stop then fell beside each other behind the first of the gravestones, Gordie’s face revealing his confused consternation. “Nik. You better tell me what the hell is going on, and you better do it soon, or I swear I’m going to take you to Belvedere myself,” he said in a low voice. The steel in his tone was enough to confirm how serious he was so Nik knew he could no longer keep his friend in the dark.

      With a soft sigh, Nik said, “I think it’s a ghost. Only she looks familiar.”

      There was a long silence. “And you figured bringing a ghost to holy ground would help in some way?”

      Nik shrugged. “Isn’t evil supposed to stay off consecrated ground?”

      Gordie groaned. “Not all ghosts are evil. And ghosts kind of like graveyards, yaknow?”

      Nik shook his head. “I don’t think she’s a ghost.”

      “Now she’s not a ghost?” Gordie’s eyes went wide. “Can you make up your mind?”

      “I’m not sure what she is,” Nik muttered, keeping his voice low as he scanned the hillside and the lawn between him and the front gate. He couldn’t see where the ghost was, so he was hoping against hope that he’d lost her.

      Gordie cleared his throat. “So, you wanna explain a little more of what happened? You have anything to do with Eric and his buddies draggin’ each other away from the library?”

      Nik glanced over at his friend. “Sort of. They attacked me. I fought back. Just when I was about to pound the living shit outta Eric, everything froze.”

      “Froze?” Gordie blinked. “Like winter froze? Or Simon Says froze?”

      Rolling his eyes, Nik said, “Simon says. And that wasn’t the half of it. This voice asks if I’m ready to deal with the consequences of taking Eric’s life. And then she calls me the son of Justice.”

      “Not your dad’s name, I take it?” Gordie asked grimly.

      Nik grunted. “Not.”

      “Then what?” Gordie asked.

      “Then she showed herself, and I lost it. I ran. And she followed. Then I figured if I got a ride out of there, I’d be able to lose her.”

      “Well, you thought wrong, didn’t you?” Gordie snorted, giving Nik a dirty look.

      Nik scowled. “So you believe me?”

      Gordie let out a soft laugh. “I don’t know what I believe. All I know is you look like you’re about to have a heart attack. Something’s up with you. I don’t know what, but I think I know you well enough by now to be sure you’re not just playing around. So for now, let’s just say I do believe you.” He took a breath and looked over at Nik. “So are we going to hide here forever or what? Can we exorcize this ghost of yours somehow?”

      Nik smiled sadly. “I don’t know. I’m beginning to think she’s more than a ghost.”

      Gordie gulped. “Then what else could she be if she’s not a ghost, Nik?”

      On a low whisper, Nik said, “I think she may be a goddess.”

      “Nik, you gotta be shitting me.”

      Nik turned to look at Gordie, frowning now. 

      Gordie raised his hands in apology. “Look, man, I don’t mean no offense by it. But like even if you told me Moses just visited you, I’d look at you funny. This stuff isn’t...normal.”

      “Yeah. You’re right about that.” Nik wasn’t sure how to explain what he was thinking, so he fell silent.

      “Er, Nik?” Gordie asked carefully.

      “Yeah?” he replied, eyes scanning the lawn in front of them,

      “So, you think she’s a goddess, right?”

      “Yeah,” Nik said.

      “So, if she’s a goddess, will consecrated ground actually make any difference?”

      Crap.
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      Nik swallowed hard. The question hit him hard in the gut as a few important facts came tumbling back into his memory.

      Ancient myths told of Lord Shiva, the Destroyer, being paired with the dark-skinned goddess, both being charged with the killing of evil and darkness. And both were said to often walk the graveyards to bestow blessings upon the recently departed, to keep the souls safe until they passed over to Patala so that Yama, the Lord of the Underworld, Lord of Justice, would judge their souls and send them where they belong, to the heavenly realms or to the underworlds for further penance, or back to a mortal life to work again at gaining redemption.

      Nik stiffened as his thoughts swirling into his head, as his mind focused on one word.

      Justice.

      “Oh crap,” Nik said softly as the air around him shifted, bringing the scent of sandalwood and frankincense to him.

      “What?” asked Gordie, looking over at Nik. Then the guy frowned, sniffing the air slowly before looking around. “What’s that smell? I swear that’s frankincense. Is someone holding midnight prayers here or something?” Gordie shifted around in his crouch, looking over his shoulder and beyond as though expecting to spot a group of mourners all busy praying over a recently departed loved one.

      Nik wasn’t sure how he was supposed to tell his friend that the goddess he was talking about was Kali, a deity the western world had criticized for centuries, whose reputation was sullied with blood and death for years. Long enough for the layman to swallow the current rhetoric without giving her history and representation sufficient consideration.

      He opened his mouth to speak, and the air around him stilled, the sounds of the goddess’s clothing whispering being him.

      Even before Nik looked over at his friend, he knew Gordie would be frozen in time. A part of him was grateful though another part was furious.

      He sounded around, anger and impatience rising like an unchecked tide. “What do you want from me?”

      Nik had considered the possibility that a spirit was using the form of the goddess as a way to get to him, possibly somehow knowing the respect he had for Mother Kali. Could you be an evil entity focused on taking advantage of Nik for some strange reason?

      And why him of all people? It wasn’t as though he was religious. There was certainly no Hindu temples within the town or in any city for miles around them. His mom had always said that was the price she’d paid to get ahead in her career, often asking if Nik wanted to return to India instead of fighting against the stigmas he faced in the town and especially at school. 

      Even at the end of the decade, things were still complicated when it came to race relations. And Nik didn’t fit in any of the boxes. Not white enough, not black enough, not Asian enough. Tiring at times but he’d never held it against his mother simply because he wasn’t blind to how hard she worked or the struggles she herself faced.

      Now, as he stared at the woman before him, he felt his fear fade away. But he clung to it, still worried that she was a bhoot here to entrance him, to lure him from his path, to twist his mind using the form of the mother goddess.

      She smiled at him, sadness in her eyes. “You still doubt me, child?”

      Nik hesitated, then exhaled slowly. “I’m not sure what this is. What you look like to me could simply be a way to trick me.”

      “I see. You do not believe a deity would reveal themselves to you. So you are questioning what your mind and heart is telling you is true.”

      Nik swallowed then gave a shrug. “How would I know if you were a demon pretending to be Mother Kali in order to gain control of me?”

      She let out a soft sigh. “I suppose such a deception would be something a skilled demon or spirit would employ.” She tilted her head again as though attempting to figure out a way to convince him of the truth. Then she looked over at Gordie who was frozen in place beside Nik. “If you wish, I could release your friend and allow him to see what is happening. So you may have someone to talk things over with.”

      Nik blinked at the woman. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. What if he freaks out? Or tells someone?”

      She waved a hand. “That is no matter. I am well capable of ensuring your friend doesn’t remember anything that happened tonight. It’s perhaps in your best interest that I do erase his memories. If you do not believe me, I will have to allow you some time to think about it and grow more used to the idea before I have to return. Sadly, I do not have a choice in the matter. I have my instructions, and I cannot ignore them.”

      “Your instructions?” Nik asked, frowning. “Who sent you here? And why?”

      She smiled again, the expression still sad. “No action is undertaken without a joint decision being made.”

      “A joint decision made by who?” Nik asked slowly. Her voice had remained even, and nothing in her demeanor was giving him the sense that she was lying. He found he was beginning to believe her. Or was it just that he was being fooled quite skillfully.

      Something in his expression must have alerted her as to his doubts, and she sighed. “Perhaps I ought to just take you to see for yourself,” she said impatiently. “It’s becoming clear that a simple conversation isn’t going to be sufficient to have you come of your own free will.”

      Nik took a step away from her, his back brushing up against the gravestone behind him. He stiffened as the energy from the stone sank into his flesh. He shrugged it off, focusing again on the woman who watched him, her expression serene despite the clear impatience in her voice.

      “Where is it you want to take me?” he asked carefully, muscles already stiffening, readying himself to defend against being taken away bodily. He may just be about to be abducted by a figment of his imagination.

      She took a step closer. “A place that you were meant to visit soon enough. I was asked to bring your mother with you, but I have checked in on her, and she has the life of a good man in her hands.”

      “You want to take my mother as well?” Nik echoed, wondering what in the world was going on. Why would this woman want to take both him and his mother away to some mystery place she was yet to name? He cleared his throat. “Where exactly?”

      She dipped her head slowly. “I have been requested to take you to Patala to the hall of the god Yama.” She paused as Nik stared at her, mouth dropping open. “But I suggested that the underworld wouldn’t be the best choice considering how little you truly know of who you are. So, Kailas is where we will go.”

      “Kailas? As in Mount Kailas?” Nik asked, pointing to the sky. “Mount Kailas, abode of Lord Shiva?”

      “Yes, child. I know this is a shock to you. If I had a choice, I would have suggested we wait a while. But you are required to fulfill certain actions which are part of your destiny.”

      Nik’s head was getting hotter now. And the first words out of his mouth was, “I think I’d rather speak to my mother first.”

      The woman’s lips formed a thin line. “I would prefer not to take her away at such a crucial moment.”

      “Can’t you just freeze time or something?” Nik waved a hand in the air, face blank though his stomach was churning with nerves.

      Kali shook her head slowly. “I’m afraid her absence would last longer than the maximum time allowed to pause the natural course of time.” She hesitated for a moment, then sighed. “I can try to request a few hours more. As soon as Archana is done with her surgery, I can take the two of you at the same time.”

      Nik let out a soft breath, still confused by her logical argument with herself, thinking it was unlikely that an evil spirit who wished to deceive him would go through those motions as part of the deceit. His instinct was still guiding him toward believing her, believing she really was the goddess coming to him in the flesh. But his logic had something else to say, though in a voice that was slowly losing strength and volume.

      He hesitated, then said, “Are you going to come back then?”

      Kali nodded. “I will return when Archana arrives home tonight. Please ensure you are ready.” Then she faded away, giving a flick of her fingers as she disappeared.

      A loud sniff drew Nik’s attention to Gordie, who was busy wiggling his nostrils and staring off into the distance. “Ugh. Maybe I was imagining it. I can’t smell it anymore.” He looked over and met Nik’s eyes. “Okay, so maybe let’s get out of here. I think we’ve hidden from Eric and his goons long enough. They’re long gone.” Gordie got to his feet and dusted off his ass, giving Nik an enquiring look.

      Nik shook his head and nodded slowly. “Thanks for coming to help. I owe you one.”

      Gordie waved a hand. “Don’t mention it. You’ve given them a good taste of what will happen if they mess with us again.” He punched Nik’s arm lightly, then set off down the hillside with a bright smile on his face. 

      Nik could even hear him whistling as he went. Deciding it was best not to question Gordie any further, Nik played the game and followed his friend out of the graveyard and over the fence. 

      He’d driven Nik to his apartment building, and dropped him off but only after shaking his hand so hard that Nik was momentarily afraid he’d pull it right out of the socket. Gordie left Nik on the sidewalk staring after the Firebird wondering if he’d just imagined the whole thing.

      Then the scent of sandalwood and frankincense wafted around him.

      Right, so I didn’t imagine it.
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      Nik was pacing the carpet in front of the television set, waiting for his mom to come home. She was pretty much on time for the end of the shift, and he heard the stairwell door squeal. He stood still as her heels tapped along the hall floor.

      The moment she opened the door, she caught sight of Nik standing there, hands on his hips, stress twisting his features. He was pretty sure he looked pained, confused, and exhausted.

      “Nik? Is something wrong?” she said, kicking the door shut with her foot as she dropped her keys on the hall table.

      She was about to hang her purse on the hook behind the door when Nik called out, “You may want to hold onto that. We’re about to leave.”

      She turned to stare at him, green eyes widening, then going narrow. Still holding onto her purse, she walked over to him and rested the back of her hand on his forehead. Nik brushed her off. “I’m not ill, Mom.”

      “Then what’s wrong?” She cupped his cheek, eyes now worried as she studied his face as though his chin, nose, and cheeks would hold the reason.

      Nik sighed. “I had a strange encounter today. Met an unusual lady who said she’s coming to fetch us for a visit to...someplace I never expected her to say.”

      Archana frowned. “Nikhil. You are not making any sense at all.”

      Nik shook his head and gave a weary smile. “I may or may not be losing my mind, Mom. If you saw what I’ve just seen….”

      She huffed. “Please explain what it is you saw, my son,” she said, her voice gentle but stern and Nik knew that tone all too well. He wasn’t going to be able to avoid her questioning, and he had to wonder what the point was anyway. “Where are we meant to be going?” she asked, her smile now quirking with amusement. She was trying to lighten the mood.

      Nik sighed, and the word was out before he could stop it. “Mount Kailas.”

      “Oh,” she said, eyes large, fingers gripping tight to her purse. She hesitated, then looked around the room, then looked back at Nik. “Oh.”

      Nik studied his mom now, suspicion rising. “Mom?” She avoided his eyes. “Mom? Why do you not sound surprised? Like you think I’m just a tiny bit nuts?” he asked, holding up two fingers to show a teeny space between his fingertips.

      The look she gave him was one of guilt and weariness and relief as she just gave a shrug. “When is she coming?”

      Nik swallowed hard. “I’m not sure. She said she’d wait until you were done with the surgery because the man whose life lay in your hands was a good man and that it wasn’t his fate to die today.”

      Nik’s mom was just standing there in front of him, clutching her purse as though she’d been frozen by Kali. 

      “Mom?” he said slowly. “What have you been keeping from me? And who is Justice? She called me the son of Justice, and I don’t even want to take a guess as to who she means because that makes zero sense.”

      She simply smiled. “I’m sorry, darling. For what it’s worth, it’s probably exactly what you are thinking.”

      Crap.

      Lord of Justice was the Lord of the Underworld. Did that make Nik the equivalent of the son of the devil? He swallowed and pushed the thoughts out of his mind. He didn’t want to have to deal with that truth right now.

      He cleared his throat. “Should we be packing or something?” he asked slowly.

      His mom waved her hand. “No need for that. I won’t be staying that long.” Nik stiffened, aware now that she’d spoken only of herself. 

      I, not we.

      But before he could question her, the air beside them began to shimmer, and Nik watched his mom study the pulsing shimmer of color as she waited for the goddess to materialize. He took a moment to wonder when it was that he’d stopped doubting that she was the Mother goddess and not some wicked spirit. He couldn’t keep track of his own thoughts anymore. Maybe he really was going nuts.

      And then the Goddess Kali was there, standing in Nik’s living room right beside their brand new television, eyes shining as she stared at his mom with what appeared to be a fond delight in her eyes.

      Then the two women hugged each other, and Nik was sure he was going to pass out. But he didn’t pass out. The women parted, and then both looked over at him in silence. Then Kali held out her hand, and Nik found himself staring at her empty palm wondering if she was going to manifest something to give to him.

      His mom clicked her tongue, and he looked up to catch the amusement in her eyes. “Hold the Mother’s hand, Nikhil,” she said slowly, as though wary and worried that he may freak and run off.

      He didn’t. 

      Reaching out, he took the goddess’s hand and waited, hardly surprised when the room faded away and was replaced with a view of two rows of enormous marble columns that led to a dais at the other end of the hall. Nik and his mom stood at the entrance of an immense hall that exuded power.

      Cream-and-white marble floors led all the way across the hall to the other end where a simple low chair sat covered in tiger’s pelt. Nik began to walk, his mother leading him by half a pace. She seemed confident, as though she’d been here before. And as he crossed the enormous hall, Nik had to wonder who this woman was who had raised him, healed his hurts and nurtured his dreams. Did he really know her at all?

      At last, they came to a halt in front of the dais, the goddess Kali leaving them to stand before the dais as she went to talk to the god seated on his simple throne, both murmuring in low tones until they straightened and Kali waved Nik and his mom closer.

      The god before Nik was simply impressive. But Nik couldn’t put his finger on what had the most impact on him. Was it the simple white robe and the bare feet? Or the skin tinged with only a hint of blue instead garbed as many religious paintings depicted him, armed and in a pose of fierceness?

      Lord Shiva looked fatherly, gentle, and caring. Nik was both relieved and disappointed.
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      Nik barely remembered the events that followed. The summoning of three other deities, including the one called Justice. The entire time his ears had rung with what sounded like all the bells of every temple around the world.

      Lord Yama, God of Death, God of Judgement, and of Justice. The ruler of the underworld. Nik’s father.

      He just couldn’t get his head around the idea. He’d entertained a moment of picturing himself dressed in a robe holding a scythe, the youngest grim reaper to ever live. And then the image swirled away to nothing and Kali was glaring at him, warning in her eyes.

      The whole scene was far too unreal to Nik, and he felt as though someone had laced his food or drink, only he hadn’t eaten or drank anything. He watched in a dazed silence as the gods spoke and as his mom was summoned closer, as she embraced Lord Yama, her eyes full of love, which kinda matched the adoration in the god’s eyes.

      Nik felt slightly ill and was glad he couldn’t hear what was being said. His father was a god. His father was the God of the Dead. His mother was romantically involved with the God of the Dead.

      Nik’s brain felt like it had been twisted ten ways to Sunday and all he could do was blink and watch in silence, praying he wouldn’t be called upon to say anything.

      In the end, he wasn’t expected to speak. Not much anyway. All he had to do in the end was say goodbye. And not to his new-found father. No, the man—God—simply looked on, aloof, distant, as Nik’s mom walked back to him, her eyes glistening with tears.

      She wrapped an arm around Nik’s shoulders and drew him away, and all he could think of was her words in the living room where they’d stood beside their fancy new television set.

      I won’t be staying that long.

      She hadn’t stayed long. She’d spoken in whispers, she’d apologized, she’d assured Nik she’d see him soon, and she’d wrangled a promise from him to give his father a chance and to not judge him too harshly.

      Don’t judge the god of judgment too harshly.

      Nik had found that quite hilarious.
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      Nik’s memories of the past, of his first moments, becoming who he was today, faded away as he entered his mom’s living room. She’d grown older while he’d remained young as ever. In human years he was sixty-two years old, and his mother? Well, she was eighty after all. Coming to the end of her mortal life.

      And he’d been sent to convince her to take the boon. She’d used the Amrita, the elixir of life created by the goddess Varuni, but in recent times, Nik’s mom had been more and more reluctant. And now, faced with the gift of this boon, she was actually declining?

      “Why in the world would you not want to take this opportunity to spend a few more years with us?” asked Nik. His voice had risen as he’d listened to his mom’s decision against accepting the boon of long life granted to her.

      Yes, for all intents and purposes, the boon itself was granted out of personal need by Yama to his wife, but the gift didn’t ignore the fact that she’d contributed on many levels, even if they were to simply acknowledge that she’d given life to Yama’s only living child.

      Still, Nik’s mom didn’t acknowledge the act as anything other than a mother’s ultimate act of love.

      Now his mother touched his cheek, cupping it with her soft hand. “My dear boy. I know you mean well and I understand why you would want me to accept the boon. But this isn’t the life that I wanted. I never asked for a long life, even if I did take a god as a husband. I never expected immortality to come as part of that relationship, or even as part of bearing my husband a son.”

      “But what about me, Mom? What about what your son wants? He wants his mother to be around for as long as it is possible. And it’s possible with this boon. So I don’t understand why you won’t take advantage of it.”

      She sighed deeply then stepped away, a shadow falling across her face. She shifted to look out the window, taking in the view of the blue ocean beyond the balcony of the suite.

      “You have a destiny Nikhil. And I’m not meant to be a part of that future. You have to focus, to be the god you were meant to be. Having me live a long life isn’t going to help you either way. I’d rather hold onto that boon for someone else, someone who deserves it much more than I do.”

      Nik shook his head. What in the world was his mother going on about? “Who would you be keeping that boon for?” he asked, his voice hard as his suspicions rose. “Don’t tell me I have a secret sibling hidden away somewhere?”

      Archana burst out laughing. “Oh, Nik. You have no idea how hard it is, as the wife of a god, to do anything without some other god or demigod finding out. We’ve never lived a life of privacy, that’s something you should know all too well.”

      Nik made a face. He’d been angry with her for years after she’d left him in Kailas, in his mind abandoned him with a father who had no idea how to be a dad. Still, he couldn’t fault her decision now. She’d done what she had to do, and he suspected she’d do it again. She’d made the biggest sacrifice of her life, she’d given away her only child in order for him to become who he was meant to be.

      Exactly who that was, Nik was still learning. He’d find out soon enough what his true destiny was meant to be. The only thing he hoped was that he wasn’t going to have to replace Yama as God of Death.

      He’d rather die first.

      “Okay,” came his mom’s voice. Nik spun around to see her smiling hesitantly.

      “What did you say?” he asked, almost afraid that he’d imagined her agreement.

      “I said okay. I’ll take the Amrita this time. But I cannot promise to keep doing it. There will come a time when I will say no, Nikhil. And when that time does arrive, you must accept my choice.”

      Nik smiled and went to her, grabbing her in his arms to give her a grateful hug. He knew this was just a short reprieve, but he didn’t care. He’d try to convince her again next time around.

      And she’ll have to say yes. She just had to.
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      Though relieved that his mom had finally agreed to take the Amrita, Nikhil was still concerned as to her reasons for initially refusing. And for her refusal of accepting the boon of immortal life.

      She’d been so adamant that he’d begun to wonder if she knew something that he didn’t.

      The not knowing left him feeling somewhat helpless and Nikhil wasn’t paying as much attention as he ought to and almost walked right into a woman walking toward him along the beach.

      Her feet were bare, the bottom hem of her deep blue saree dragging along behind her in the waves as they crashed into her legs. She waded shin-high in the water, uncaring that her clothes were drenched, her attention focused solely on Nikhil.

      Nik bowed his head when she reached him. “Greetings, Mother.”

      “Greetings, Nikhil. Are you well?”

      “I am, Mother. And I hope you are too?”

      The exchange was awkward enough without Kali pretending to seriously consider Nik’s question before she laughed softly and said, “I am as I am, dear boy. But let us dispense with the formalities and address the issue at hand.”

      At first, Nik was certain the goddess was there about Baba Yaga. Perhaps she was unhappy with how he’d handled the mission. Especially since his father hadn’t looked particularly thrilled. Had Yama called Kali in to have a little chat with her protégé?

      Nik pushed the thoughts away and focused on what the goddess was saying. “Nikhil, there is a task that I wish you to perform on our behalf. One, if I were to be completely honest, is intricately entwined with the writing of your own fate.”

      Nik blinked at the weight of the goddess’s words, but he simply tipped his head in respect, well aware that it was his responsibility to do everything possible to assist the goddess, even when her words tended to scare him from time to time. 

      “I will do everything in my power to help you, Mother.”

      Kali smiled, her skin glowing, today holding not even a hint of the usual blue tinge while she took a stroll along a searingly hot Miami beach. “Thank you, Nikhil. I always know I can count on you.” 

      Nik simply smiled, hoping she’d explain so he wouldn’t continue to have curiosity eat at him as he patiently waited.

      Kali waved a hand, and within a blink, the beach disappeared, and Nik and the goddess were now standing inside a stone temple, the cool dampness an all-too sudden transition from the heat of Miami.

      Kali held out both her hands to indicate the temple around them. “This temple is important in our history, both in the past and the future. Do you know why?”

      Nik nodded slowly. “This is the temple in the compound that belonged to Mother Radha who headed up the teams of the Kalima Agency. She passed away a few years ago though there was talk that she’d been given the boon of a second life to continue her good work.”

      Kali nodded. “Talk, you say? Can I assume that my friend Chandragupta is responsible for such talk?”

      Nik smiled at the goddess’s question. Chandragupta was Lord Yama’s scribe, responsible for recording the life, good deeds and sins of every person who passes through the gates of Patala on their way to their respective afterlives.

      There was a running joke that nobody, not even the gods could bypass Chandragupta, and the scribe would often jokingly claim to be the real God of Justice and that Yama was simply a good-looking figurehead who would be lost without him. 

      Nik knew the two gods were the greatest of friends though and many a conversation between the pair and Nik himself were held in which various topics were discussed, one of which had been the Mother Radha who’d received a boon allowing her soul to move straight to rebirth without entering Patala or being judged by Chandragupta.

      Though spoken of in a joking manner, Nik was aware that Radha’s rebirth had been authorized by his father as well as Mother Kali after long weeks of discussion. The decision had not been made lightly, that much was certain.

      Nik simply smiled, unwilling to share the contents of his discussions with the scribe, and Kali only smiled in gentle approval. “Do not worry, Nikhil. I will not force you to reveal your sources. Instead, I would like to request a favor. Your help will be sorely needed in the days to come, and I have to send you to a small town in the state of California. I believe in the modern slang your placement there would be referred to as going undercover.”

      Nik’s eyes widened. Kali was certainly well-informed when it came to the modern language, nothing much got past the intensely intelligent goddess.

      “That’s certainly intriguing.” Nik smiled. “When will I be debriefed? And when does the mission begin?”

      The goddess gave Nik a patient smile. “You’re being debriefed as we speak. And your mission will begin as soon as possible. Now, if you have nothing else tying up your immediate attention, you will be dispatched immediately.”

      Nik nodded slowly, then asked, “What am I required to do while undercover on this mission?”

      Kali nodded, her expression serious. “We require you to watch over a very special mortal. In the days to come, her life will be in danger from various agents who wish to eliminate her before she comes into her powers.”

      He nodded. “Bodyguard duty?” he asked with a smile.

      Kali was shaking her head, though. “More than just bodyguard duty, Nikhil. We wish for you to enter the school as a student, to become as close to a friend as possible to this young woman.”

      Nikhil stared at the goddess Kali, unsure how he was supposed to react to her request. She wanted him to be a glorified babysitter?

      He cleared his throat and straightened his spine. “Am I the only person suitable for this job? I apologize. I have to ask because it seems...it seems like a job—”

      Kali held out her hand, and Nik swallowed the rest of his words. “Nikhil. The girl you will be looking after is Mother Radha in her new incarnation.”

      Nik’s ears were roaring now, and he almost missed the goddess’s next words. He had to focus hard to hear her as she said, “I gifted her with a power that would enable her to fulfill her wish to help protect us, but her power was bound for her own safety, and it has been growing. We are concerned with the how and the where of her powers breaking free. We want to ensure she remains safe until she receives her abilities. It’s imperative that her identity be kept secret until she comes into her power because if she is discovered too soon, her life will be in certain danger. If anything should happen to her, the future of our existence hangs in the balance.”

      “Our existence?” Nik asked slowly, feeling his heart begin to race.

      “Yes, my child. The very existence of all deities, even demigods like you, hangs in the balance. This girl, Maya Rao, is the key to ensuring we survive the war we will soon face.”

      “War?” Nik asked, feeling a little too ignorant. Why had he not heard of this war? Or was Kali just being dramatic?

      The goddess nodded slowly. “The gates of the lower realms of the underworld have slowly been losing their strength. Rakshasas, demons and a host of evil creatures are becoming bolder, testing the boundaries and discovering they can now cross much more easily than before, their lives no longer always at risk. The existence of this girl, the existence of her power, and her ability to wield that power, are second to none.”

      “And she is the key to our survival?” said Nik, frowning at the deadly serious expression on the goddess’s face.

      Kali smiled eyes glittering with hope now. “Yes, Nikhil. She is our hope.”

      “What makes her so special?” he asked.

      The goddess’s reply was all the explanation Nik would ever need.

      “She is the Hand of Kali.”
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        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: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Free Books - Join my Newsletter

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get the following titles FREE when you subscribe to my newsletter.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Tee’s Free Starter Library]
          
        

      

      
        
        Tee’s Newsletter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I have been a writer from the time I was old enough to recognize that reading was a doorway into my imagination. Poetry was my first foray into the art of the written word. Books were my best friends, my escape, my haven. I am essentially a recluse but this part of my personality is impossible to practice given I have two teenage daughters, who are actually my friends, my tea-makers, my confidantes…

      

      

      
        
        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.
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        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





