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            Chapter 1

         

         I can’t believe this is happening. But it is.

         The entire class is staring at me, and Mrs Patel is forcing them to sing ‘Happy Birthday.’ I can’t look up. It’s too much. So I just stare at my scratched wooden desk, my cheeks burning up, even though my dark brown skin means I’m the only one who knows it. They’re getting to the ‘dear Kali’ bit, and my stomach is churning with dread.

         I keep my eyes firmly down, wishing I was anywhere but here. I can still see everyone smirking in my peripheral vision. Hayley and Rihanna rolling their eyes at each other as they sing obediently, fully aware of just how cringe this is. Joe King (his actual name) singing loudly and deeply, his voice as sexy as always. And then he practically booms ‘dear Kaaaa-liiiiiii’ and I don’t know whether to be thrilled that my crush of five years knows my name, or totally mortified he’s being forced to sing it out loud in our RE class.

         2Finally, the nightmare ends, and everyone claps politely. I shoot Mrs Patel a look that sums up exactly how I feel, but only when she’s turning the other way. I’m not that brave. But I am still annoyed.

         Just because Mrs Patel and I are the only Indians in the whole of South Bridge Secondary, she thinks that makes us friends or allies or whatever. It doesn’t. I don’t need her drawing more attention to the fact I’m different to everybody else with my skin, irritatingly thick black hair, and the curries my mum gives me for my packed lunch. All I want is to fit in. That’s my 16th birthday wish. To get through the rest of the day – and ideally the rest of the year – without anybody noticing me. It hasn’t gone well so far, but now the singing’s out of the way; things should be back on track.

         ‘In honour of Kali’s birthday, I’ve decided to theme today’s lesson around the Hindu goddess that she’s named after,’ beams Mrs Patel. I stare at her in horror. This is not what I meant about getting through the day without being noticed. ‘According to Hindu mythology, Kali is the goddess of death, destruction and doomsday. The three Ds!’

         That’s it. I give up. If it wasn’t bad enough that I’m named after the scariest, ugliest Indian goddess in 3existence, Mrs Patel just felt the need to divulge it to the entirety of Year 11. There is no way Joe King will ever ask me to the Summer Dance now.

         ‘Doomsday!’ It’s Joe himself. He’s cracking up with laughter, and if it wasn’t about me, I would’ve been as well. ‘Kali’s named after the doomsday goddess?’

         ‘Awkward,’ says Hayley, glancing over at me. It’s not often I agree with Hayley – though obviously I would never tell her that; I’m not ready to commit social suicide – but right now, she’s got a point.

         ‘Calm down everyone,’ says Mrs Patel, clapping her hands for attention. ‘You’ll understand more when I explain the creation story of Kali.’ She gives me a pointed look, before clearing her throat dramatically. ‘It begins with the ancient Hindu gods. They were battling a demon called Raktabija, which translates to Blood-Seed. He was incredibly powerful, and if a drop of his blood touched the ground a clone of his would instantly appear.’

         I stare at her in surprise. I had no idea that this story even existed – or what it has to do with the goddess I’m named after.

         ‘Every time he or a clone was slain, there were new clones to deal with,’ she continues. ‘It meant the gods 4were close to losing their battle against him and his army of clones, so they decided to work together. They combined all their divine energy to produce one super-being who could destroy the demon once and for all: the goddess Kali.’

         I gasp aloud. I’m obviously not a fan of the goddess I’m named after – the three Ds? Seriously? – but it is cool she’s a super-being with the ability to destroy demons.

         ‘Whoah!’ Joe’s eyes are wide. ‘Did Doomsday kill them all?’

         ‘She did,’ affirms Mrs Patel. ‘She swallowed Raktabija’s army whole, so none of their blood touched the ground, and then she defeated him by cutting off his head and drinking up his blood to ensure no more demons would enter the world!’

         That is not where I was hoping this story would go.

         ‘Ew!’ cries Hayley. ‘She drank his blood?! That’s seriously gross.’ She faux-gags while Rihanna laughs in agreement.

         I slump down into my seat in resignation. Any remaining hope I had of getting through the day without more humiliation has officially disappeared. The most popular girls in the whole year know I’m named after a blood-sucking goddess.

         5How could things get any worse?

         ‘I’ve printed out a photograph of Kali so you can all look at it for context,’ announces Mrs Patel, who is fast becoming my new nemesis. ‘Jack, hand them out.’

         This was definitely worse.

         Jack – Joe’s best friend – howls with laughter as he looks at the image, before trying to control his mirth as Mrs Patel glares at him. I know what’s coming, and I force myself to breathe deeply before I look at the sheet that Jack hands me with me a smirk. It’s worse than I remembered. Kali, in full A4 size, with her charcoal-black skin, bulging three white eyes (she has an extra one on her forehead) and enormous red tongue. The tongue that she uses to lick up demon blood.

         ‘Kali is not cute,’ declares Rihanna. Then she looks at me and her hand flies to her mouth. ‘The goddess, I mean! Not… uh… I don’t…’

         ‘I can’t believe you’re named after a demon hunter,’ says Joe, looking right at me. Oh my god. He’s talking to me. On purpose. ‘That is seriously crazy, Doomsday.’

         I gape, speechless. The boy I’ve had a crush on since Year 7 has just given me a nickname. And it’s Doomsday. Is this as bad as it sounds, or… is it progress?!

         I wish I had a best friend to over-analyse this with, 6but ever since Tanya left to go to Greece last year, it’s just been me. So, I do what I always do, and turn away with an embarrassed smile, hiding behind my curtain of thick, dark hair.

         ‘So, are you ready for the archery competition on Saturday?’ Rihanna asks Joe.

         ‘Yeah, I’ve been practising,’ said Joe. My ears prick up. I didn’t know Joe was going to be in the archery competition. I didn’t even know there was one. That’s how involved I am in school extracurriculars.

         Hayley winds her hair round her fingers as she smiles at Joe. They used to go out. But they broke up last year. Hayley always said it was her choice and, judging by the way she’s fluttering her lashes at him, she’s changed her mind. ‘I bet you’ll be amazing!’

         ‘Well, I’ve been practising too,’ said Rihanna, shaking her braids confidently. ‘So the competition is officially on!’

         ‘Can’t wait!’ squeals Hayley. ‘I’ve already chosen my outfit.’

         I roll my eyes and turn back to the front as Mrs Patel calls out for attention. ‘Right, I’d like you all to write an essay on Kali for homework please. 500 words on who she is and what she represents.’ Just then, the bell rings and everyone starts rushing out of the door, 7chatting together, bags clashing. I move to follow them, but Mrs Patel stops me. ‘Happy birthday again, Kali. I just wanted to say… good luck. With everything. You’ll be okay.’

         I blink at her in confusion. ‘Good luck with… my essay?’

         ‘Yes exactly!’ she says, her face clearing. ‘I think you’ll find you may have more in common with the goddess Kali than you think.’

         I can’t think what she’s referring to other than the fact that we both apparently now go by Doomsday – oh, and that Rihanna thinks neither of us are cute.
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            Chapter 2

         

         I am so over today. By the time I get off the school bus and drudge down the quiet suburban roads to my house, all I want is to be alone in my room. I thought things were peak in RE, but the rest of the day was just as bad. Joe, Hayley, Rihanna and Jack – the popular crowd – kept finding reasons to reference ‘doomsday’ in class. Then they’d all look at me and stifle laughter behind their hands. I preferred it when none of them acknowledged my existence.

         It used to be different when Tanya was here. Back then, I always had someone on my side. We were allies – I stood out because I was brown, and Tanya did because she was neurodivergent. We both knew what it was like to not fit in, so we spent all our time together, having sleepovers at each other’s houses every weekend, and eating our lunches in the library together. That’s how we met, on the first day of Year 7. We were both so terrified by how scarily grown-up our classmates 9seemed (they’d already kissed people. We hadn’t even started practising on our hands!) that we separately decided to hide out in the library and eat our lunches there. We found each other in the Teen Fiction corner, reaching for the same feminist fantasy novel. We became best friends right then and stayed that way for the next four years.

         Until Tanya’s dad got a fancy job for a Greek airline and moved the whole family there to ‘connect with their roots’. Tanya used to call me every day at the start, showing me their outdoor swimming pool, and telling me about life at her international school. But then she made friends. Lots of them. And the phone calls stopped coming.

         She still messages once in a while – mainly sending reels and memes – but it’s not the same. She’s moved on, and I’m stuck here at South Bridge, where everyone already has best friends, lab partners and lunch buddies. Except for me. I don’t even have my period yet and I’m 16 now. Hayley and Rihanna got theirs in Year 7, naturally. They announced it on their socials. It’s why I try to just get through the days as quietly as possible, so I can come home and curl up with my fantasy books and video games. Everything makes so much 10more sense to me when it’s not reality.

         I turn down the corner of my road and halt in surprise. There are strings of fairy lights sparkling outside our house and I can hear the cadence of people’s voices over upbeat music. I feel a glimmer of excitement. Have my parents planned a surprise party for me?! I never have parties – normally, I’d just do a birthday sleepover with Tanya, but now that she’s gone the plan was to go for a family dinner on the weekend to my favourite Indian restaurant. But it looks like my parents have decided to give me a Sweet Sixteenth after all. It won’t be anything like the one Hayley had (think caterers, a DJ and a black-tie dress code; I saw it on her socials) and everyone there will be related to me. But there’ll probably be chilli paneer, and best of all? They’ll all be there for me!

         My heart flutters as I push open the porch door and walk into our three-bedroom semi. The voices are coming from the back garden. I pad down the hallway grinning despite myself – family parties can be boring, but this is still better than doing my homework in my room – and bump straight into my mum. She’s wearing a gorgeous indigo saree, with her hair in a pretty bun, and she’s holding a giant box. Her delicate, threaded 11eyebrows rise in shock.

         ‘Beta, what are you doing here? You’ll spoil the surprise.’

         I laugh. ‘It’s okay Mum, don’t worry. It’s still amazing!’

         ‘Yes, yes,’ she says, ushering me through the glass doors into the garden. ‘Let’s hide out here, so that when Radha comes we can all jump out and shout ‘congratulations!’’

         I stare at my mum in confusion. ‘Wait, what?’ Radha is my older cousin. She’s the ‘perfect one.’ She got top grades, won a scholarship to Oxford, became a doctor, and now she’s marrying a lawyer. It’s the Indian dream, and on top of that, she’s undeniably beautiful. Naturally, I hate her.

         In my defence, I didn’t always. We used to play together when I was younger. Back then, I practically worshipped her. But the older we got, the more my mum would start to compare us and tell me to ‘be more like Radha’, even though she’s an entire decade older than me as well as genetically gifted. And then Radha began to change. She’d ignore me at family gatherings, scrolling through her phone instead, choosing to hang out with the adults instead of taking her customary spot at the head of the kids’ table. She’s still my cousin, but it’s been a long time since I thought 12of her as a friend.

         And now she’s stealing my birthday.

         I find myself squeezed in between a load of aunts and uncles, dressed in musty-smelling sarees and shirts. A masa pinches my cheeks while my favourite mami whispers, ‘happy birthday Kali!’ At least someone remembered. But then the lights turn on and everyone leaps up, shouting: ‘Congratulations!!!’

         Radha – dressed in a brand-new lilac sari, meaning she obviously knew this was happening – feigns shock. ‘Oh, my goodness!! A surprise engagement party! Thank you so much!’ Her fiancé Kevil steps into the garden behind her and swoops down to give her an over-the-top kiss.

         ‘You deserve it baby!’ He beams. ‘I can’t wait to marry you. You’re the best thing that’s EVER happened to me!’

         Everyone claps at his show of love while I resist the urge to make a face. Kevil is so obsessed with Radha, it’s embarrassing. I know he must be smart if he’s a lawyer, but the way he goes on about her just makes him sound dumb. Radha could do way better.

         And then she turns to look at me. ‘But this isn’t just my day, or Kevil’s. It’s Kali’s too! Happy 16th Kali!’ She smiles at my mum, who brings forward a giant 13birthday cake with candles. It must’ve been in the box she was carrying. And then everyone starts singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to me for the second time that day.

         I know that this is what I secretly wanted from the second I saw the fairy lights. But that was when I’d thought everyone had come here just for me. Only, as always, I’m the afterthought. The real centre of attention is Radha. This party was for her, and now she’s making sure everyone knows it. This birthday cake is not a sweet cousinly gesture. It’s a passive aggressive move to show she’s the one standing in the spotlight, and I’m on the outside.

         I blow out the candles quickly, squirming away from all the happy birthdays so I can run away to my room. But my dad intercepts me by the glass doors and gives me a big hug. ‘Happy birthday Kali! I’m so proud of you! 16 already!’

         I smile awkwardly. I don’t know why he’s proud of me; I have absolutely no talents at all, my grades are startlingly average even though my lack of a social life means I should probably be a top student, and my looks are as mediocre as my grades. But that’s my dad for you. Perpetually cheerful and an eternal optimist. Unlike my mum who’s always busy running around 14in a state of semi-stress, even when the only drama at hand is what we’re going to eat for dinner.

         I slide away from his hug and escape to my room as fast as I can. I’m still mortified that I got things so wrong. Of course, my parents weren’t throwing a huge party just for me: it’s all for Radha. The daughter they wanted all along. I know that sounds self-pitying, but it’s true. She’s always in our house, making my dad roar with laughter, having endless heart-to-hearts with my mum, and showing everyone how much better she is than me. It’s been that way ever since she was my age, and her mum died of cancer. Her dad remarried shortly afterwards, and Radha lived with him and her step-mum Kavita. Kavita isn’t the clichéd evil stepmother, but she does have the personality of a damp dishcloth. So, Radha ended up spending most of her free time at our house, and my parents adopted her in all but name. I know she’s been through a lot, and it wasn’t easy watching her dad move on from Seema Masi to the dishcloth in only six months. I am genuinely glad Radha could seek refuge with my parents. I just wish there was still space for me.

         Finally, I make it to my room. I close the door 15behind me in relief, taking in the reassuring poster of Ms Marvel and the familiar scent of the vanilla candle Tanya gave me when she left. After a day from hell, I’m grateful to be alone in the one place I feel truly safe. I chuck my bag under the desk where my laptop sits, ready to collapse straight onto my bed. But, instead, I freeze.

         Because there, sitting on top of my badly-made single bed, is the most horrific thing I have seen in my entire life. I blink to make sure I’m not imagining it. But it is still there. It’s the size of an adult man but like no person I’ve seen before. Instead, it has taut blood-red skin, crazy big muscles like a bodybuilder who downs protein shakes, and one giant eye in the middle of its head. An eye that is looking straight at me.

         I made a tight, strangled sound as the demon – because that’s the only word that accurately describes it – opens its mouth to reveal pointed yellow teeth. I retreat in horror as I realise it’s grinning at me.

         Before I know what’s happening, the demon stands up on my bed, its head grazing the ceiling, and widens its mouth so I can see a black hole of nothingness behind its teeth. It starts salivating, frothing at the sides, and reaches out its arms. Claws spring out of its hands, and it bends 16its legs as though it’s about to launch itself right at me.

         Oh my god. It’s going to kill me.

         I panic and grab the first thing I can see. My fountain pen from my desk. I don’t think. I just launch the fountain pen as hard as I can, right at the demon’s face. Somehow, miraculously, it pierces its eye.

         ‘AAAAAAAHHHHHH!’

         The demon makes a bloodcurdling sound as it falls onto my bed. It writhes around, clutching its eye, blood spurting onto my freshly washed duvet. I’m frozen to the spot, unable to do anything but gawp at the nightmare in front of me. It goes on for what feels like forever, and then, after a final gruesome shudder, it suddenly stops. The demon is lying on my bed, motionless.

         Everything inside of me is telling me to GET OUT NOW in case the demon bursts back to life. But I need to know if it’s truly dead. I screw my hands into fists, trying to summon every ounce of courage within me as I gingerly walk towards the demon.

         I can do this. I take a step. And then another. I force myself to go even closer, but just as I’m about to take another step, the demon disappears.

         I freeze in confusion. But it’s completely gone. 17The body has dissolved into thin air. Or evaporated. Or something that science can’t explain. All I know is that there was a dead demon lying on my white duvet, but now the only thing that’s left on it is a load of dark red blood stains.

         My mum is going to kill me. Unless a demon gets there first.
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            Chapter 3

         

         It turns out that there is no logical ‘next step’ after you’ve just killed a demon. Especially when its body has disappeared so you can’t technically confirm that said demon is dead. I’m just praying that it is, because otherwise it might come back. And there’s no way I’ll be able to kill it twice.

         I have absolutely no idea what to do. I stand staring at the bloody mess on my bed for way too long. But then I realise that someone could’ve heard the demon’s scream and be on their way up to my room. Right now. I cannot afford to have my parents see this – they’ll freak out. They would never believe the truth; they’d just think I’m insane. I’m not even sure I believe the truth. Which is why I need to tidy up and make sure they never find out.

         I sneak out to the corridor to get a bin bag, and then I shove all my bedding inside. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to replace it without my mum realising, but the 19risk is worth not having to sleep on demon blood. I sneak down the stairs with the bag, pausing every time I hear a sound, peering round corners before I move, like I’m James Bond. I make it to the hallway without anyone spotting me, but then a bunch of aunties all pour in from the living room and I’m cornered in the hallway, clutching the bin bag. I wait for them to ask me what I’m doing, nervous sweat collecting on my brow.

         Only, nobody does. They’re all too busy gushing about how beautiful Radha looks, where her saree is from, and how handsome Kevil is. Nobody pays any attention to me at all. Even when Puja Auntie literally walks into me, she just pats me on my head absentmindedly. ‘Sorry, beta, didn’t see you there. Aren’t you dai for taking the rubbish out?’ I don’t feel like the good girl she thinks I am; I just feel stupid for trying so hard to be James Bond about this when nobody even notices me.

         But I have bigger things to worry about, like hiding the demon evidence. I dump the bin bag outside, then slide back upstairs to the bathroom so I can wash the blood off my hands. I feel like Lady Macbeth in the Shakespeare play we studied last year: ‘out damned spot… 20will these hands ne’er be clean.’ But unlike Lady Macbeth, I’m not trying to wash away any guilt with the blood. That demon attacked me, unprovoked. It broke and entered into my room, which is definitely a crime, then it snarled at me whilst unleashing its claws, which was a clear act of aggression; if I hadn’t pierced its eye with my pen, who knows what it would have done?

         Suddenly, a wave of nausea hits me and I reach out to steady myself against the wall, light-headed and dizzy. There’s an ache in the depths of my stomach too. It must be all the stress of what’s happened. I sit down on the loo to ground myself, forcing myself to breathe deeply. Then I decide I may as well pee while I’m there, so I pull down my knickers. And that’s when I see it.

         Blood. And I don’t think it’s demon blood.

         After all this time, my period is finally here. I don’t know how to feel. I’ve wanted this for as long as I can remember. I’ve felt positively abnormal ever since Tanya got hers two years ago. The worst was when I turned 15 and Mum took me to see the doctor about it. Dr Gupta – this old Indian man who I’ve known since I was five years old – started asking me intimate questions about the inner workings of my body. It was all mortifying. Especially when he 21took my blood, and the tests came back normal. I’d been hoping to find out what was wrong with me so I could take some medicine, get fixed and start moaning about hormonal acne like Hayley and Rihanna. But there was no official reason for my womb’s decision to delay functioning properly. In Dr Gupta’s words I was just a ‘late bloomer’ – and in medical terms, I had ‘amenorrhea’ which basically meant the same thing. He acted like it wasn’t a big deal (clearly showing he’d never been a teenage girl before), then told me to come back if my period hadn’t started by the time I turned 16. I guess that’s one appointment I no longer need. But this doesn’t feel as momentous as I thought it would. I’ve waited for blood for so long, only now, it isn’t even the first drop of blood I’ve dealt with in the last hour! Not to mention everything else I’ve been through today. Like my crush calling me Doomsday whilst my RE teacher ruined my life, my parents throwing a party for my perfect cousin on my big day, oh, and killing a DEMON in my bedroom.

         I reach for the sanitary pads under the sink. There aren’t any tampons in there because my mum doesn’t use them, so I guess I won’t either. I unpeel the backing on the wings of the pad, just like the Period 22Lady made me do in the assembly she gave us in Year 7. Back then, I totally messed up the demo, and the wings didn’t attach properly to the knickers, so when I gave them back to the Period Lady, the pad floated away onto the floor. Everyone found it hilarious, and for days, Hayley made jokes about my flying sanitary pad. But she’d have nothing to laugh about it if she could see me now – I’ve evidently learnt from my mistakes, because I attach the pad perfectly, with zero drama.

         I throw the wrapping into the bin, pull my knickers up and flush the loo. Done. It all feels so anticlimactic. Maybe because I’ve been preparing for this day ever since that assembly. Or maybe it’s because my big moment of womanhood has been usurped by a demon.

         I walk out of the bathroom, ready to go back to my room and do some serious journaling about what’s just happened. I have a lot to process. But before I get there, I crash straight into Radha.

         ‘Kali! Where have you been?’

         ‘Uh… the loo.’

         Radha frowns and steps closer to me. I can see her perfect, flawless skin and I can’t help but inhale her sweet floral perfume. She inspects my less flawless skin before scratching my cheek with her long nail.

         23‘Ow!’ I cry out. ‘What are you doing?’

         She peers down at a speck on her perfectly shaped peach-coloured nail. ‘Is that blood on your face?’

         I freeze. Demon blood. It must be. ‘Um… I… just got my period.’ It’s the first thing that comes to my mind. Besides, Radha already knows about my amenorrhea, because she’s the one who told my mum to take me to the GP. Yet another thing I can thank her for.

         ‘Oh! Finally!!’ She beams at me, looking weirdly pleased about the fact that my womb lining is officially shedding. ‘Congratulations! But…’ She pushes her long wavy hair behind her ear. ‘How did you get it on your face?’

         Valid question. ‘I… had to change my bedsheets. It got everywhere.’

         She looks at me in alarm. ‘You must have a very heavy flow. Do you have super absorbent tampons?’

         My face must show that I have no idea what she’s talking about because she shakes her head and starts rummaging around her handbag. She hands me a pack of tampons. ‘Take these. I forgot your mum probably doesn’t use tampons, does she? Indians, I swear. Kavita used to think a tampon would take my virginity. Completely mad – and sexist. Don’t believe anything 24they tell you, okay? This tampon is not a big deal. It just slides in there, collects the blood, and means you don’t have to walk around essentially sitting in your blood all day. I’d recommend you get a menstrual cup too. Similar vibes but better for the environment. These will do in the meantime though, okay?’

         I nod wordlessly. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Radha so passionate before.

         ‘Good.’ She flicks her hair behind her ears, regaining her composure. ‘Let me know if you need anything.’

         Obviously, I would never do that. But I nod politely before walking away. I’m going to need to raid the airing cupboard in search of new bedding before my mum comes up. And then I’ve got some serious Googling to do. I’m hoping the internet will be able to tell me exactly why a red one-eyed demon just appeared – and then disappeared – on top of my bed.
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            Chapter 4

         

         I wake up with a start. I’m covered in a slick layer of sweat, and it’s not just because the only bedding I could find in the cupboard was a thick winter duvet. It’s down to the nightmare I had about killing a one-eyed demon with my fountain pen. Then I realise I’m lying beneath said thick winter duvet because my normal duvet isn’t here. It’s covered in blood at the bottom of the bin. I reach for my fountain pen and, as I feared, the nib is bent.

         That’s when I realise it wasn’t a nightmare: it was all real. The horror. The killing. The bloody sheets. And then the hours of Googling late into the night, trying to find out more. I was there for hours, but I couldn’t find anything except sci-fi blogs, ancient legends, and the Blood-Seed demon that Mrs Patel taught us about. Which reminds me that I haven’t done the essay she assigned us. And, seeing as my alarm has started to go off, I won’t have time to either. I groan 26as I pray that, for once, our shared brownness will work in my favour and Mrs Patel will let me off.

         ***

         ‘Kali, stay behind please,’ says Mrs Patel. ‘I need to talk to you.’

         My stomach sinks. Looks like I won’t be let off after all.

         ‘Bad luck, Doomsday,’ smirks Hayley, her tote bag swinging against my shin as she barges past. Great. Joe King’s nickname for me has become official.

         I walk up to Mrs Patel’s desk apologetically. ‘I’m sorry. For forgetting to do my homework. I can make it up on the weekend.’

         ‘Please do. I think it will be… helpful.’

         ‘Right.’ I don’t know what she’s trying to help me with now – embrace my roots? Own my cultural identity? Whatever it is, I don’t have the energy to deal with it. Not while I’m still trying to find out if this demon is going to reappear or not.

         ‘And… Kali, do you know any other girls called Kali? Your age. Or older. Because I think it would be really beneficial for you to speak to some.’

         Wait – she won’t make allowances about my 27homework, but she wants to find me a mentor?!

         ‘Uh, I’m fine about my name Mrs Patel. I don’t need to speak to someone else who has it to make me feel better. Besides, hardly any Indian girls are called Kali. Most parents don’t name their precious baby daughters after the doomsday goddess who licks up demon blood with her tongue.’

         A shadow of something passes over her face. But, before I can figure out what it is, she’s smiling at me sadly. ‘No, they don’t. But a few do. And… it’s not my place to get into this. But if ever anything, um, unusual happens to you, I really suggest you find some other Kalis.’

         She emphasises this last sentence so heavily that I stare at her in surprise. Surely, she can’t mean… I bite my lip, before trying to figure out how to subtly ask my teacher if she knows I was attacked by a demon. ‘When you say unusual…’

         ‘Just reach out to some other Kalis,’ she interrupts briskly. ‘I can’t say any more, I’m sorry. But please. Find other Kalis. And also, Kali? You’re doing really well. I’m proud of you.’ With that, Mrs Patel gives me one last look – a creepy combination of worry and maternal pride, ew – then picks up her oversized 28handbag, walking out of the classroom.

         I’m left standing there on my own, in my scratchy navy skirt, white shirt and trainers, wondering if it’s just me or does Mrs Patel know more than she’s letting on?

         ***

         It’s 5.05pm and I’ve pretty much survived the whole day without any demon-related disasters or social humiliation. Considering how yesterday went, this feels like a major achievement. Especially because Joe King and I had the most incredible moment imaginable.

         I still can’t really believe it happened, but there I was in the hallway, when I saw him struggling to get a protein shake out of the vending machine. I know that vending machine well – Tanya and I used to go every day before the school had a health kick and swapped everything delicious for weird nut bars – so I stalled by him, working up the courage to ask him if he needed help. But before I could, he turned around and said ‘Hey!’ To me. With a smile.

         A smile from Joe King is no small thing – my whole body turned to jelly and I got butterflies in my stomach – so naturally I couldn’t reply with words. But it gave 29me a boost of bravery, and I went up to the machine and kicked it hard. The protein shake fell down. And then Joe’s smile got even bigger. His cheekbones were practically touching his eyebrows when he grabbed his shake and said: ‘Doomsday to the rescue! Thanks!’Whilst looking right at me, the whole time.

         It was the most romantic moment of my life to date, and I got actual shivers. ‘Doomsday’ might not be the nickname I would have chosen, but the point is that my crush knows who I am, he has a personalised name for me, and I rescued him. Life could not have been better if it tried.

         So, as I walk home from the bus stop, I’m feeling pretty positive about things. It looks like yesterday was just an abnormal blip, and life as a 16-year-old is actually going to be quite good.

         And then a brick comes flying at me.

         I duck instantly, as it narrowly misses the top of my head. I race to hide behind a giant hedge, instinct kicking in. I have no idea what just happened, but I can’t resist peering out, heart beating, to see where the brick came from.

         The demon.

         Of course. He’s back. Snarling, red, scrunched-up 30face, and a singular giant eye. I gulp in fear; my worst nightmares are coming true. I don’t know what to do. I grapple around my bag, trying to find a fountain pen. But I can’t even find a biro. What do I do now?!

         The demon opens its mouth and makes a low, guttural animal sound. It fills me with terror. But something – adrenaline – kicks in and I realise I need to do something. As the demon starts to come towards me, my fingers grasp something sharp. My keys. I launch them as hard as I can. The chances of them hitting the demon’s eye are practically zero. I can’t even hit the ball in a rounders game; I’m the only person in the whole year who almost failed PE. But somehow, my keys fly straight into the centre of the demon’s eye. I hold my breath, praying that it will collapse like it did last time. And it does!

         I watch, trembling, as it falls onto the ground, writhing in agony, clutching its eye. And then it suddenly stops, motionless. I think it’s dead – but that’s what I thought last time. What if it disappears and then comes back again? Will I ever be free of this crazy demon?! I take a tiny step closer, arming myself with a twig from the ground. The demon looks dead. Red blood is sprouting from its eye, just like last night, and dripping down its 31body. A couple of drops fall onto the ground.

         I don’t know what to do. Can I trust that its body will disappear? And if it disappears, does that mean it will come back again? Just as I’m deciding whether to go over and snatch my house keys back, the body vanishes. Exactly like last night. One minute it’s there, solid 3D flesh and blood. The next minute it’s gone. I’ve never seen anything like it… but then again, I’d never seen a live demon before yesterday. Quickly, before it comes back, I run over to grab my house keys, wiping the blood on the hedge. I shove the keys into my pocket as I run away. All I want is to get home, lock myself in my room, and never leave again.

         But then I hear another snarling sound. I turn around in total dread to see that it’s BACK. And this time, it’s brought a friend.

         They are identical. And they’re coming straight for me. I don’t even think. I just run. As fast as I can down the roads I grew up on. I want to turn around to see if they’re still chasing me, but there’s no point. I know they are. I can feel it in my bones. Then I hear a rasping sound. They’re getting closer. I don’t know what to do. I can barely breathe as I run faster than I ever have in my whole life, at a speed I never even knew I was capable of. 32If I had known, I might have done better in cross-country.

         I can sense the demons getting closer. But I can’t think of what to do, other than keep on running. So I do. Then I spot the private path to the Marshalls’ garden and quickly dive in, knowing that I can use their back gate to cross through the neighbours’ gardens to get home. As I approach their gate, a cold wave of horror pins me to the spot. Their gate is locked. I’ve walked into a dead end and the demons are right behind me.

         I have no choice but to duck down behind a wheelie bin. This is the worst hiding place in the world. A five-year-old child would find me in less than a minute. But I have no other option – I can’t go back the way I came, or I’ll be walking straight into the demons’ path. I stay there, breathing deeply, as I hear the demons turn into the alleyway. Oh my god. They’re metres away from me. I can hear their loud breath, and weird grunting sounds. They’ve going to find me, and kill me, or eat me, or… wait. Is it me or are the demons leaving?!

         I hold my breath as I slowly peer around the side of the wheelie bin and see that the demons are walking away. They haven’t found me! It didn’t even occur to 33them to look behind the bin! For the first time, I realise that these demons are kind of stupid, and I am beyond grateful. My whole body exhales with relief as I hear them continue to retreat, back the way we came.

         I’m safe, but I don’t trust that it’s over yet. If I was a demon, I would hide out on the street, waiting for me to think it’s clear and then come out. This could all be a trap, with them faking their stupidity. So I keep waiting, until I’m so desperate for a wee that I have no choice but to get up. Slowly, cautiously, I creep out of the Marshalls’ path back to the main road, checking constantly to see if the demons are there.

         But they’re not. The demons really are dense – they’ve gone. I take full advantage of this and race home before anything else happens. I slip through the front door and sprint up to my room without my parents noticing. I open my bedroom door, my heart still pounding heavily, praying there won’t be a demon inside.
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            Chapter 5

         

         There isn’t a demon in my room, but I am still not okay. It’s one thing to be attacked by a demon once – but to be attacked twice?! Two days in a row? And then have MORE demons pop up?! I’m freaking out right now. I am going to need so much therapy when this is over. If I can find a therapist who believes I’m talking about literal demons not metaphorical ones. But now is not the time to focus on my future therapy. I need to figure out exactly what is happening to me, so I can work out how to stop it.

         I presumed it was the same demon who attacked me when he threw a brick at my head. But then I saw two identical demons chasing me, which means that there could be multiple versions of this thing. I shudder at the thought and force myself to come back to the facts at hand. I grab my phone and sit up straight on my bed, ready to take notes and figure out what the hell is going on.

         35So: I was attacked by Demon 1 on my birthday. I thought it didn’t die and came back today. But maybe it did die, and Demon 2 – the brick thrower – was a new demon. Both disappeared, but then Demon 3 and 4 appeared. And they’re still out there. They could be coming for me any minute. Demon 1 knew where I lived; maybe he spread the word?! This is not a comforting thought and I hastily double-check my window is locked. I don’t know what else to do to try and protect myself. Should I leave my curtains open in case these demons are like vampires and can’t deal with the sun? But the demons attacked me in broad daylight… Maybe I need a cross, like the one Hayley wears, to ward them off? I don’t have one though; would an ‘Om’ pendant do instead?




OEBPS/images/arrow_online.png





OEBPS/images/9781915820181_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
KKKKKKKKK





