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For my sisters Shara, Tonnie, and Linda


We laugh together, we cry together, and we dream together










On Joy and Sorrow


by Kahlil Gibran


 


from The Prophet


Your joy is your sorrow unmasked.


And the selfsame well from which your laughter rises


was oftentimes filled with your tears.


 


And how else can it be?


 


The deeper that sorrow carves into your being,


the more joy you can contain.


 


Is not the cup that holds your wine


the very cup that was burned in the potter’s oven?


 


And is not the lute that soothes your spirit


the very wood that was hollowed with knives?


When you are joyous,


 


 


look deep into your heart


and you shall find it is only that


which has given you sorrow that is giving you joy.


 


When you are sorrowful,


look again in your heart,


and you shall see that


in truth you are weeping for that which has been your delight.


 


Some of you say, ‘Joy is greater than sorrow,’


and others say, ‘Nay, sorrow is the greater.’


But I say unto you, they are inseparable.


 


Together they come,


and when one sits alone with you at your board,


remember that the other is asleep upon your bed.


 


Verily you are suspended like scales between your sorrow and your joy.


Only when you are empty


are you at standstill and balanced.


 


When the treasure-keeper lifts you to weigh his gold and his silver,


needs must your joy or your sorrow rise or fall.










PROLOGUE


Embers


Her wild heart raced, pounding chaotically like the stream she’d paused at. Her thin limbs trembled, and as moonlight cut across her form, I could see her pulse throb and her eyes flick back and forth, alert to danger. I watched her from the shadows of the trees – a black specter intent upon her demise. After sticking her nose in the air one last time, she nervously lowered her head for a drink.


Springing from my hiding place, I tore through grass and brush, eating up the distance like a shooting star. My claws scraped against a gnarled root thrusting up through the ground like the arm of a rising skeleton, and she heard the noise.


Bounding swiftly, the deer jerked to the left. I leapt, but my teeth caught only the thick fur of her winter coat. She let out a frightened squeal of alarm. As I charged after her, my blood raced and I felt more alive than I had in months.


I pounced again and this time wrapped my claws around her heaving torso in a deadly embrace. She struggled beneath me, bucking as best she could as I bit her neck. Sinking my teeth in, I clamped down on her windpipe. Crushing it would suffocate her, and I believed it was a gentler, more humane way to take down an animal, but suddenly, I felt as if I were the one slowly asphyxiating.


The exhilaration I felt when I hunted leached away, and I was left once again with the emptiness that constantly threatened to consume me. It smothered and choked, killing me unhurriedly in the same manner as I was taking the life of this creature.


I opened my jaws and lifted my head. Sensing a change, the deer lunged into the creek, knocking me off her back in the process. As she disappeared into the undergrowth, cold water washed over my thick fur, and for a moment I wished I could just breathe it in and let go. Let go of my memories. Let go of my disappointment. Let go of my dreams.


If only I believed death would be so kind.


Gradually, I made my way out of the stream. My paws were as caked with mud as my thoughts. Disheartened, I shook the water out of my fur and was futilely trying to get the mud out from between my claws when I heard a woman’s laugh.


Whipping my head up, I saw Anamika crouching on the limb of a tree, the golden bow across her shoulder and a quiver of arrows strapped to her back.


‘That was the most pathetic hunt I’ve ever seen,’ she mocked.


I growled softly but she ignored the warning and continued making comments.


‘You chose the weakest creature in the forest and you still couldn’t bring her down. What kind of a tiger are you?’


She nimbly hopped down from the thick branch. Anamika wore her green dress, and as she strode toward me, I was momentarily distracted by her long, shapely legs, but then she opened her mouth again.


The young goddess put her hands on her hips and said, ‘If you’re hungry, I can bring down your meal for you, seeing as you’re too weak to do it yourself.’


Blowing a derisive breath from my nostrils, I turned my back on her and loped off in the other direction, but she quickly caught up to me, matching my speed even as I darted through the trees. When I realized there was no shaking her, I halted and switched forms.


As a man I spun to her and bellowed in annoyance, ‘Why do you insist upon shadowing me, Anamika? Isn’t it enough that I’m stuck here with you day in and day out?’


She narrowed her gaze. ‘I am as much stuck’ – she rolled the word across her tongue since it was fairly new to her – ‘here with you as you are with me. The difference is that I do not waste my life away yearning for something I shall never have!’


‘You know nothing about what I yearn for!’


She raised an eyebrow at this and I knew what she was thinking. In reality she knew everything I yearned for. Being the tiger of Durga meant that the two of us shared a bond, a mental connection that linked us every time we assumed the forms of Durga and Damon. We tried to give each other space, putting up a sort of mental barrier, but we both knew much more about one another than we were willing to talk about.


An example of this was that I knew she missed her brother terribly. She also hated taking on the role of Durga. Power didn’t interest her, which actually made her the perfect choice to rule as a goddess. She would never abuse the weapons or use the Damon Amulet for selfish purposes. That was something I admired about her, though I’d never admit it.


There were other things I’d noticed that I’d come to respect in the past six months. Anamika was fair and wise in resolving disputes, always thought of others before herself, and she wielded weapons better than most men I knew. She deserved a companion who supported her and helped make her burden easier. That was supposed to be my job, but instead I often wallowed in self-pity. I was about to apologize when she started pushing my buttons again.


‘Believe it or not, I am not following you around to make your life unpleasant. I am simply assuring that you do not hurt yourself. Your thoughts are continuously distracted, which means you put your well-being at risk.’


‘Hurt myself? Hurt myself? I can’t be hurt, Anamika!’


‘Hurt is all you’ve been for the past six months, Damon,’ she said more quietly. ‘I have tried to be patient with you but you continue to display this . . . this weakness.’


Angrily, I approached her and jabbed my finger in the air next to her nose, effectively ignoring the barely noticeable yet appealing dusting of freckles across it and the long-lashed green eyes a man could lose himself in. ‘Let’s get a couple of things straight, Ana. First, how I feel is my business. And second . . .’ I paused then as I heard her suck in a breath. Concerned that I was frightening her, I backed up a step and stopped shouting. ‘Second, when we’re in public, I am Damon, but when we are alone, please call me Kishan.’


Turning my back to her, I raised my hand to the trunk of a nearby tree and let the angry fire she always brought out in me dull back down to dead smoking embers. Concentrating on slowing my breathing, I didn’t notice her approach until I felt her hand on my arm. Anamika’s touch always shot warm tingles through my skin, a part of our cosmic connection.


‘I am sorry . . . Kishan,’ she said. ‘It was not my intention to anger you or bring your volatile emotions to the surface.’


This time her irritating comments didn’t bother me. Instead I laughed dryly. ‘I’ll try to remember to keep my “volatile emotions” in check. In the meantime, if you quit pestering the tiger, he wouldn’t be so quick to show you his teeth.’


She studied me silently for a moment, then walked past me, heading toward our home with a stiff back. The fading sound of her muttering disappeared as she moved through the trees, but still I caught the phrase, ‘I am not frightened of his teeth.’


I felt a passing guilt at letting her return home alone, but I’d noted that she wore the Damon Amulet and knew there was nothing on this earth that could harm her. When she was gone, I stretched and wondered if I should return to the home we shared, shared being a relative term, or if I should stay the night in the forest. I’d just decided to find a nice piece of grass to sleep on when my body stilled, sensing the presence of another person. Who would be here? A hunter? Had Anamika returned?


Slowly, I circled, making little to no sound, and when I’d fully revolved, I jumped back, my heart slamming in shock.


A little man stood before me as if he’d appeared out of nowhere, which he probably had. Moonlight shone on his bald head, and as he shifted, his sandals crunched the grass. We hadn’t seen the monk since that fateful day when I gave over my fiancée, the girl I loved more than life, to my brother. The day I watched my dreams, my hopes, and my future leap through a vortex of flame and disappear, extinguishing like a lamp run out of oil.


I’d been depleted ever since.


‘Phet,’ I said simply. ‘What brings you to my version of hell?’


The man took hold of my shoulder and peered at me with lucid brown eyes.


‘Kishan,’ he said gravely, ‘Kelsey needs you.’
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Phet Revealed


My muscles tensed and I stopped breathing.


Kelsey.


I pictured her face. The last words we’d shared.


I’d been an absolute idiot.


Six months before, Phet had said that Durga needed a tiger and that one of us must make the choice to stay. When Ren and I moved off to talk about it, my brother completely refused to even consider staying behind. He told me he would go where Kelsey went. There was no other choice for him, he’d declared stubbornly.


Phet spoke to us quietly then and explained that Sunil, Anamika’s brother, would be returning with Kelsey to the future and thus would be leaving his sister behind. I’d glanced at Anamika and seen her gripping her recently rescued brother’s arm. She was still unaware that her brother would leave. I knew through my connection to the goddess that his departure would be a terrible blow.


Phet emphasized, ‘Durga must fulfill her purpose. Generations of people will be influenced by her. Without a companion, she will be left alone and the world as we know it will change utterly. A tiger is meant to embrace this life. You must choose.’


As new as our bond was at the time, I was aware, even then, that Anamika hated the idea of posing as a goddess, destiny or not. The odds were good that without someone at her side, she’d likely head back to India and give up the life of the goddess.


Rubbing my hands across my face, I suggested, ‘Why can’t her brother stay with her?’


‘Her brother is a part of her human life. She must step into the role of an immortal, see to her duty, and leave thoughts of her past behind. Trust me when I say, it will be better for both of them to place their feet on separate paths.’


Phet knew more than he was sharing. That much was always true, so when he said Sunil needed to leave his sister, I didn’t question it further.


Ren seemed to come to the same conclusion because he nodded and answered, ‘Then, I will stay and serve, but only if Kelsey remains as well.’


Adamantly, Phet shook his head. ‘Kahl-see’s course lies in the future.’


The old monk headed off to console Kelsey and left me alone with my brother. ‘She’s my fiancée,’ I began.


‘I loved her first, Kishan.’


‘Yes. But you walked away.’


‘It was a mistake. One I don’t plan on making again.’


The two of us went back and forth for a few minutes trying to convince the other to stay, but neither of us budged. Phet returned and told us an answer needed to be given soon, and as he said it, he gave me a look. A look that suggested I should end this.


What did that mean? Was he trying to tell me I should be the one to give in? To give up the girl I loved? Or maybe he meant I was the one who understood the calling of Durga, who had the connection. I shifted uncomfortably.


Desperately, I whispered to Ren. ‘You know what I’ve seen, what my vision in the Grove of Dreams showed me.’


Ren nodded reluctantly.


I pressed, ‘If I stay behind, then Kelsey’s son will . . .’ I glanced around to see if anyone was listening. No one was. They seemed to be giving us a private moment. ‘Will never be born,’ I finished with a whisper.


‘You don’t know that,’ Ren stubbornly affirmed.


‘He had my eyes, Ren. Mine!’


Ren looked away as if it pained him to see the proof of Kelsey’s future son in my direct gaze. Instead, he said softly, ‘You owe me, brother.’


I sucked in a breath as his words spun in my mind. I owed him.


Did I?


I thought back on what I’d done, how I’d betrayed him by not only stealing his fiancée, Yesubai, but by endangering his life and our kingdom. Then, with Kelsey, I’d pressed her, kissed her, when I knew she still had feelings for Ren.


Later, I’d tried to be noble and promised her that she could decide the terms of our relationship. But when I finally had her, I knew I would never let her go, no matter the circumstances. I did owe Ren, but I just couldn’t bring myself to give him the girl I loved.


Frustrated, I ran a hand over the back of my neck. I glanced at the group and noticed Kelsey was missing. ‘Where is she?’ I asked Phet.


‘She mourns for the one she believes will stay behind,’ Phet replied.


My body stilled and I cocked my head, listening to the sounds of her soft weeping. Her heartbreak carried through the forest as clearly as if she were standing right next to me. All I wanted was to go to her. Stop her tears. Heal her hurt.


I took a step forward and then hesitated. Suddenly, I realized two things. The first was that I knew who she was crying for. She believed that Ren would stay behind with Durga.


When I’d taken on the role of my great aunt Saachi, Kelsey had confessed her feelings about Ren’s so-called heroic tendencies. What she didn’t know was that my brother much preferred the company of diplomats over warriors. The only reason he leapt into the breach time and time again was because he was crazy in love with my fiancée.


The second thing I realized was that my brother had been attuned to her and had heard her crying long before I’d even realized she was gone. His overblown sensitivity toward Kelsey verged on the irritating. Was I always to compete with my brother?


Shrugging off my insecurities over Ren, I listened to the woman I loved weep.


How can I leave her?


Another part of my mind whispered, How can I not?


The weight of the world suddenly seemed as if it fell upon my shoulders, and I was no Atlas with the strength to carry the load. I’d break under the burden.


Can I do this? Can I leave her?


I acknowledged the fact that she still loved Ren. Her feelings were obvious to anyone who saw them together, but I believed that, given enough time, she’d come to love me just as much, if not more. Remembering how devastated she was when Ren died, how heartbroken she felt when he didn’t remember her, and grudgingly, how she reached for him first when we’d rescued her from Lokesh left a bitter taste in my mouth.


Ren spoke then, distracting me from my thoughts, and said softly as he stared at the trees where she’d gone, ‘I can’t live without her, Kishan.’


So what does that mean? That I should just walk away? Forget happiness? Forget my future? Forget the family I longed for, the one I saw in vision?


Rubbing my hand over my jaw, I considered my brother. That he loved Kelsey was certain. If I stepped away, I knew he would make her happy. The question was . . . could Kelsey be happy without Ren?


I knew the answer in an instant.


No.


She’d try her best, but a part of her would always grieve for him.


The choice was suddenly obvious. The tiger that stayed behind would have to be . . . me.


Letting that idea sink into my mind was about as painful as being shot full of arrows. Hundreds of little hurts stung me at once. If someone had come along and yanked my beating heart from my chest, I would have thanked him for the favor. Even breathing hurt.


Phet glanced at me urgently once again and I nodded slightly.


Marveling that I had the strength to do it, I put my hand on my brother’s arm and said, ‘You won’t have to, brother. Just let me . . . let me say good-bye,’ I murmured.


Ren turned surprised eyes on me, then gripped my arm as well. He nodded, with an expression of relief and gratitude.


The pain eased a fraction. It still crushed me unbearably, but I was finally able to look my brother in the eye. After centuries of guilt and distrust, I felt the sweet relief of forgiveness and sensed my sacrifice had mended the gulf that I’d caused between us – a divide that should never have been. Suddenly, I felt as if I were the wiser, older brother.


As I moved through the trees to say good-bye to the one I loved, a part of me hoped that she’d deny it, that she’d insist on me returning with her. When she erupted into hysterical sobs upon seeing me and I realized she was crying not for me but for him, I knew that my cause was lost. That her love for him was, and would always be, stronger. She claimed she couldn’t let me go but the fact was . . . she did.


I’d regretted my choice ever since. I’d been an idiot for allowing it to happen. For allowing my need to mend broken fences with my brother to influence my decision about Kelsey. I rationalized that Kelsey was distraught because she thought Ren was staying behind and that if she had had a few minutes longer to consider my staying in the past, she would have been just as upset.


Now, here Phet stood before me, six months later, and said that Kelsey needed me. Inwardly, I thrilled at the idea. Perhaps all was not lost. Perhaps she’d realized that she did love me after all.


I let out a pent-up breath and asked, ‘Is she in danger?’ when what I really wanted to ask was, ‘Does she miss me?’


‘She is. Kelsey is in grave danger. But not the kind you’re thinking of.’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked, confused. Then another thought rose to the surface. ‘Wait a minute. You called her Kelsey, not Kahl-see.’ I folded my arms across my chest. ‘What exactly is going on here?’


Phet exhaled slowly and said, ‘Perhaps it is best if you know everything.’


He clutched a necklace emblem hidden beneath his robes, and the familiar gesture confused me. A sense of foreboding trickled through my veins and I took a step back. ‘What . . . what are you doing?’


The little man straightened to his full height and smiled as he said, ‘Divine Scarf, please return me to my normal form.’


Brown robes shifted as threads wound around his body. What I was seeing made no sense. I knew the Divine Scarf was, right now, in Durga’s care, and even if he’d gotten ahold of the scarf somehow, then why was he changing to a different form?


The magic swirled around him, obscuring his face, and then, when the threads finally settled, I fell to my knees and tears blurred my vision.


‘It’s not . . . not possible,’ I whispered, unable to believe my own eyes.


‘You know that it is,’ he answered gently.


‘How did you – ?’ I swallowed thickly, overcome by emotion. ‘When?’


‘Ah . . . the when is a bit complicated. The how I will show you.’


He took hold of my arm and helped me to stand. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled and said, ‘It is good to see you, Kishan.’


‘Words cannot express how it feels to see you once again, Kadam.’


‘Yes,’ he murmured somewhat distractedly. ‘Now, let’s see what we can do about saving Miss Kelsey, shall we?’


I nodded, completely overwhelmed that my mentor, friend, and surrogate father had somehow returned from the dead.
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Saving Kelsey


‘Shall we?’ He found an overturned log and took a seat.


I still couldn’t believe that he was here. That he was alive.


‘How have you returned?’ I asked.


‘I haven’t. Not exactly. When you witnessed my death, I did pass from this world. But you need to understand that this event, though it has already occurred in your timeline, has not yet happened in mine.’


‘Not yet happened? I don’t understand.’


Kadam smiled patiently and asked, ‘Do you remember when I appeared with Nilima after you rescued Miss Kelsey from Lokesh?’


‘Yes. You’d been missing for weeks.’


‘Correct. I shared with you then that a power had whisked away Nilima and me when the harpoon shot toward us.’


When I nodded, he pulled the broken piece of the Damon Amulet he used to wear from his shirt and went on, ‘And since then you have discovered that the piece of the amulet I wear is the one that controls space and time.’


‘Yes. But how is it that you are wearing the amulet once again when I know that your particular piece, the one used to send Lokesh to the past, has been restored to the whole and is currently around Anamika’s neck?’


‘I have this piece because I still wear it in my own time.’


Standing, I began to pace. Kadam pulled a jar from his pocket and unscrewed the lid. A spicy scent wafted up. ‘Frankincense?’ he offered. ‘It calms the nerves.


I waved his offer away and he shrugged, taking a piece for himself before screwing the jar lid shut. ‘Then tell me when you are from,’ I pressed.


Kadam replied softly, ‘I am visiting you from just before my death. You all believed that I was under the weather after my return, but in fact I was doing the work that destiny had assigned me.’


‘You were missing often,’ I mumbled. ‘Distant.’


‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘Very distant, in fact.’


Kneeling before him, I pleaded, ‘You can go back then and undo what has happened. We can defeat Lokesh alongside you. There’s no need for you to sacrifice yourself. You don’t have to die. It hasn’t happened in your timeline, so we can prevent it.’


He shook his head. ‘Lokesh is too powerful. If you had helped me, Miss Kelsey would have been taken.’


‘But we could’ve—’


Kadam interrupted by raising his hand. ‘Kishan, son, trust me when I say that my death is and was the only way to send Lokesh to the past, and his defeat in the past affects the future. Without a monster for Anamika to defeat, without a goddess’ – he smiled – ‘or two, riding into battle on the back of a tiger, the fabric of our world would unravel. This is much more important than prolonging my life.’


When I didn’t respond, he reached over and gripped my arm. ‘Please accept this. Leaving you will be the hardest thing I’ll ever have to do, but I know, it must be done. Somehow, when the time comes, I’ll try to find the courage.’


Dismayed, I pressed my forehead to his knee. My eyes stung with unshed tears. ‘I know you will,’ I said, grieving anew for his impending loss.


When I raised my head, I asked, ‘Did Phet ever exist or has he always been you?’


‘Phet’s purpose was to orchestrate the tiger’s curse. I am Phet and he is me . . . most of the time,’ he demurred.


‘But we would have smelled you. Both Ren and I would have figured it out long ago.’


Kadam shook his head. ‘I was able to stifle my scent, not only by filling the hut with copious amounts of herbs but by shifting myself slightly in time. You have this ability as well. Both of you could see me and touch me, but if you think back, you will not recall that Phet had a personal essence.’ He placed his hand on my shoulder. ‘Kishan, as much as I would like to, discussing Phet’s place in our world is not the reason I am here today. Today you must journey into the future to save Miss Kelsey.’


‘Save her? How? Has Ren—’


Kadam held up his hands to stop me, stood, and said, ‘It will be easier to show you. You’ll need the Damon Amulet. Borrow it from Anamika but do not share with her that you’ve seen me, not yet. Meet me back here in one hour, and I will give you the instructions you need to fulfill your purpose.’


I blinked and he was gone, leaving only the crushed blades of grass where he’d stood. My world had been upheaved once again, but this time the idea electrified me. Every nerve was on edge, and adrenaline pumped through my veins as I ran through the trees. Unsatisfied with my pace, I switched to tiger form and covered the distance to the base of Durga’s mountain in a short time.


Carved into the towering Himalayan peak called Mt. Kailash, Durga’s palace was rarely seen since it often hid within the clouds, but when the sun chased away our dewy blanket, the vision of our home was stunning. It was modeled after the style of a Chinese temple with towers, pavilions, and archways that conformed to the contours of the mountainside. Five stories were connected by stairways and long corridors, and the steep rooftops were laid with glazed tiles that sparkled in the sunshine.


In the center of two symmetrical towers, Anamika had used her power to produce a soaring fountain that spilled over the granite stones on the lower level and then freely flowed down the mountainside, creating a waterfall that reflected rainbows when the afternoon sun slanted in just the right way.


Surrounding the fountain was an expansive flower garden with dozens of varieties of roses, and in one corner she had fashioned a large pond, where she cultivated lotus blossoms, her favorite flower. When I stayed in the palace, I preferred spending my time in her garden. At night I drowsed on the soft cut grass under a sky brilliant with stars and imagined what could have been.


A zigzagging staircase was cut into the stone leading from the palace down to the base of the mountain, where acolytes gathered to beg favors of the goddess. It was the only way for mortals to access our home, and because of this, it was gated and heavily guarded. There were always a good number of people camped directly under the palace, begging for admittance. Only a few special people were allowed to gain an audience with Anamika. Even then, as they climbed to the top, they were always escorted by the loyal remnants of Durga’s army.


Wanting to avoid being seen, I headed around the back side of the mountain to a private entrance only Anamika and I used. As dramatic as it was to ascend and descend on a cloud every day, we’d both decided we wanted something more practical and built secret entrances into the mountain palace that had once belonged to Lokesh.


Switching to human form, I placed my hand into a sunken depression where we’d created a lock of sorts using our power. It had been my idea to create handprints that would only read and accept us. I knew Kelsey had been able to use the magic of Phet’s henna design to enter the different realms where the gifts of Durga had been hidden, and the idea stuck with me.


The hidden door opened, and I made sure it shut behind me before heading up the long staircase. Suddenly, a thought occurred to me and I stopped cold on one of the steps. I realized that there had never been a henna design given by Phet. It had always been Kadam’s design. He’d been the one to start Kelsey on her journey. Shaking my head, I tried not to think about the strangeness of Kadam being Phet and focused instead on Kelsey. The stairs seemed endless most days but especially when I knew I’d be seeing Kelsey soon.


Bursting through the hidden panel and running into the main room, I shouted, ‘Anamika!’


There was no answer. Skidding briefly on the slick marble and kicking up the corners of a very expensive rug that had been a king’s expression of gratitude for the goddess Durga’s help in overcoming a drought affecting his nation, I searched room after room, my voice echoing in each extensive space.


Opulent and awe-inspiring were two words that easily came to mind upon setting foot in the mountainside palace Lokesh had created for himself. Cut deep into the mountain and filled with more riches than I’d even known existed, it was a greedy king’s dream.


Even if I didn’t already prefer the open spaces of the outdoors, the interior of Lokesh’s home would have driven me there. I suppose it was beautiful in a way. The walls were bordered with gemstone that the evil magician had called forth from the earth.


Durga’s throne, made of pink diamond, was impressive, as was the room where she received ambassadors, but I thought the whole place felt sterile and cold. Anamika had worked to make the large rooms homier, but when the ceiling of each room towered overhead, and there was no one to share the riches with, it echoed in a lonely way. I wandered around in it like a bee left alone in his hive. The space around me felt wrong – devoid of the everyday hum of normal life.


To be practical, Lokesh had been twice the size of a human when he lived there, so I suppose the sheer size of the place had been necessary. He’d merged his body with a buffalo and become a monstrous creature that’d probably needed the giant bed and the fireplace big enough to cook three deer side by side that had become my room.


Frustrated, I headed back to what I called the throne room and called out again, ‘Anamika!’


I felt her presence before I heard her. ‘What are you bellowing about?’ she questioned irritably.


‘Where were you?’


‘I was—’


I peered at her through narrowed eyes. ‘Did you go off to help someone and not tell me?’


She lifted her stubborn chin. ‘What if I did?’


Exasperated, I ran my hand through my hair. ‘You know the rule, Ana. You don’t go off without me. What if something happened?’


‘You were occupied with your brooding. And besides, these people really needed help. There was a fire and—’


I interrupted. ‘I don’t care if a whole nation caught on fire, the rule is come and find me first.’


She blew out a breath and mumbled, ‘Fine,’ as she bent over to remove her boots. ‘Next time I will force your pitiable self to accompany me. Is that satisfactory?’


‘Yes.’


She pulled the clasp holding her hair, and mounds of the silky black stuff tumbled down her back. I was riveted as she ran her hands through it and sighed with pleasure at being able to finally relax.


When she turned and announced that she was taking a bath and going to bed, I tagged along behind her until she noticed. She shoved my arm and placed her hand against my chest as if to stave me off. ‘That wasn’t an invitation,’ she said.


The warmth from her touch spread through me, causing a languid feeling of deep contentment. Power flowed between us, rumbling like a gathering storm. The closer she was to my heart when she touched me the more powerful the sensation. I wondered briefly if the connection between Ren and Kelsey was as strong. Then I remembered I didn’t want to think about that.


Stepping away from her and rubbing my arm, I retorted, ‘Even if it was, I wouldn’t accept. You’re much too bristly to scrub a man’s back.’


Red crept up her neck and sparked her hot temper. ‘I am well aware that you prefer your women to be soft and malleable. And believe me when I say that I have no interest in even seeing your naked back, let alone scrubbing it for you!’


I held up my hands in surrender. ‘All right. Calm down. Sorry to upset you. I’m just thinking it would be a good idea to hold on to the amulet while you bathe. Then, if something comes up, I can take care of it while you relax.’


‘What happened to us taking care of it together?’


‘If it’s something important, I’ll come find you.’ I grinned. ‘Whether you’re dressed or wearing nothing but soap.’


She hissed. ‘You will not disturb my bath.’ She bit her lip in an appealing way as she considered what to do. When she puzzled things out, her green eyes always lit up. Those eyes lifted to mine and then darted quickly away.


‘Ana, if I didn’t know you better, I’d say you were blushing.’


‘The goddess Durga does not blush,’ she declared as she lifted her chin haughtily.


I laughed. ‘Sure she does.’


With a growl of frustration, she tore the amulet from her neck and shoved it into my hands. ‘Take it, but do not disturb me for the rest of the night.’


‘Not a problem.’ She turned away. ‘Sleep well, Ana,’ I said to her retreating back. She stopped and nodded before turning the corner.


I’d only threatened to interrupt her bath because I knew it would distract her from the odd request to hold on to the amulet, but I couldn’t deny that the thought of finding her in a bubble bath was not an unpleasant one. Standing rooted at the spot where she’d disappeared, I stared blankly for a moment, rubbing my jaw and smiling before I remembered I had something to do.


Kelsey!


In two seconds I was out the palace door and used the power of the amulet to transport my body through space back to the place in the forest where I’d left Kadam.


As the trees spun around me – a disconcerting and nauseating feeling – and came to a stop, I wondered if I was in the right place.


‘Kadam? Kadam?’ I shouted.


He materialized instantly. ‘I apologize for keeping you waiting. Miss Kelsey was worried about me.’


‘She . . . You just saw her?’


‘In my time, yes.’


Shaking off the confusion, I decided not to probe. ‘You said you had instructions?’


He took hold of my arm and nodded. ‘Follow my lead, and when the time is right, save her.’


Frowning, I said, ‘I don’t think you gave me enough infor—’


The forest floor spun away, and with a sickening wrench, I was torn from the past and propelled into the future. When we arrived at the destination he’d chosen, we were still surrounded by trees and our feet sunk deeply into the snow.


‘—mation.’


As I staggered to one knee, overwhelmed by the time jump, Kadam whispered some words, and the tie he was wearing burst into thousands of colorful threads. The Divine Scarf worked according to his command, and we were soon clothed in modern snow gear. With its work finished, the scarf became a thick woolen version of itself in red. Kadam tossed the end over one shoulder and said, ‘Follow me.’


‘How is it that I didn’t pass out?’ I asked as I stumbled forward, my strength returning quickly.


‘The Damon Amulet makes the transition easier, and as for me, I’ve traveled through time enough now that I’ve become used to its effects. You will adapt soon as well.’


The thick conifer trees surrounding us were heavily dusted with snow and were beautiful as the setting sun caused the thick snow to sparkle in a blush of colors that reminded me of Kelsey’s cheeks. In a few moments we exited the forest and came upon a resort. The exterior coloring and sloped roof mimicked the impressive view of the mountain behind it.


‘We’re not in the Himalayas, are we?’ I asked, though I knew the answer already.


Kadam shook his head. ‘This is Mt. Hood.’


‘Oregon,’ I said as much to myself as to him.


I was puzzled since I remembered that Kelsey didn’t have much fondness for snow. Perhaps that stemmed from her being attacked by a bear on our hike together on Mt. Everest as we searched for the spirit gate. But if memory served, she had mentioned that she didn’t enjoy what she termed ‘snow sports,’ and this place, from the activity I was witnessing, was clearly designed for such.


Dozens of people, including young children, were making their way to the resort, many carrying skis or boards as they headed in for the night. They were dressed in varying colors in types of clothing that I knew were from Kelsey’s time.


They filtered into a main building flanked by two brightly lit wings that stretched out on either side. From the dozens of windows, I surmised that the wings were the guest accommodations. Warm light spilled from the building, and lampposts lit our way as the sun sank beyond the horizon. We soon caught up to a group carrying their equipment over their shoulders and headed into the building with them.


After taking our turn stomping our boots on thick mats at the entrance, Kadam led me to a stone fireplace and bade me sit. ‘Don’t get up,’ he said. ‘Not until I tell you.’ With those cryptic instructions, he left me alone.


A waitress soon brought me a mug of steaming chocolate topped with whipped cream and cinnamon, which I suspected Kadam had requested to be sent over. As the fire and the chocolate warmed me, my heart pounded, knowing I’d soon see her again.


Kelsey, the woman I loved beyond reason, would arrive any moment. I practiced what my first words should be. You have no idea how good it is to see you. I’ve missed you so much. I made a mistake. Please come back to me. I love you.


I still wasn’t sure which words would spill out of me first and I honestly didn’t care. If I could just lay eyes on her again, I was confident I’d know what to say. A family came in dragging their suitcases behind them and stopped at the seating area I was currently occupying. The mother smiled at me shyly while the father gave me the once-over before organizing their belongings into a pile, then he told his young daughter, ‘Have a seat by the fire while we check out. We might be a few minutes since there’s a line.’


The girl nodded and plopped her backpack on the chair next to me. Unzipping it, she took out a book and, after tugging her pink cap down to her eyebrows, buried her head behind it and began to read.


Glancing at the girl, I smiled and nodded, but then twitched nervously again thinking of seeing the woman I loved. Picking up my cocoa, I sipped, letting the aroma tickle my nose, then froze as a new scent assailed me. Kelsey! She was here! Whipping my head around, I searched for her amid the bustle of people and cursed the fact that Kadam had insisted that I stay seated. Still, I craned my neck and twisted every possible way to catch a glimpse of her.


‘Are you okay?’ the young girl asked as she peered at me over the pages of her book.


‘Yes,’ I replied irritably. ‘I’m just looking for someone.’


‘Who?’


‘I’m looking for my . . . my friend.’


‘What does your friend look like?’


‘Long brown hair, brown eyes, beautiful smile.’


Her eyes widened as she peered at me over the rim of the book and she giggled. ‘I’m guessing it’s a girl. Is she your girlfriend?’


‘She was.’ I spun in my chair, scanning the people walking out the door, worried that she’d passed me and already left. I didn’t see her, but her scent was still strong, so I relaxed and let out a sigh, reminding myself I should trust in Kadam. Still I kept my eyes peeled.


‘And you’re here to win her back, right?’


‘Something like that,’ I mumbled distractedly as I picked up my cocoa and sipped.


‘That’s so romantic,’ she said.


I grunted and gave the girl a wry smile. ‘At least you think so.’


‘Oh, I do. Your cocoa smells good. Is there cinnamon in it?’ She was now peeping at me from the left side of her book so I could only see half her face.


When I tilted my head to see her better, she sucked in a breath and hid her eyes again.


‘Would you like one?’ I offered.


‘Umm . . . I’m not really supposed to take gifts from strangers.’


‘Then I’ll introduce myself. My name is Kishan.’


‘That’s a strange name. Where are you from?’


‘India. Where are you from?’


‘Salem.’


I smiled. ‘I’m familiar with the town.’ When she snuck a brief look at me from the right side of her pages, I said, ‘You don’t need to be afraid of me.’


‘I’m not afraid,’ she insisted. ‘I’m just being . . . cautious.’


‘As you should be,’ I said with a serious nod.


I summoned the waitress, who soon brought a second chocolate for the girl, and we sat quietly for a few minutes, me watching the steam waft into the air and her pretending to ignore my gesture. Finally, I said, ‘Aren’t you going to even try it? It’s very good.’


Slowly she shifted her book, still keeping her face hidden, and her gloved hand snuck out and grabbed the handle. After a few noisy sips, she deposited the half-empty mug back on the table.


Laughing, I said, ‘It’s nice to see a girl who enjoys her chocolate again. My girlfriend loved hot chocolate.’


‘It’s delicious,’ she said shyly. ‘Thank you.’ At last she lowered the book and smiled at me. Happy at my small victory, I was about to tease her about being a bookworm when I looked in her eyes. Familiar chocolate orbs gleamed in a charmingly chubby, red-cheeked face. I trembled and my heart stopped.


‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, forming the words around a mouthful of wire brackets attached to her teeth.


‘I . . . I . . . I’m not sure.’ I swallowed, barely able to speak.


I stared at her in what I was sure was a frightening way, and she tossed her book aside. ‘Are you having a heart attack, Mr. Kishan? Why aren’t you moving?’


She approached me and shook my shoulder. Long braids swung back and forth like the pendulum of a grandfather clock keeping time, and as she leaned over me, I couldn’t help but laugh inwardly at the irony.


Kadam approached and the girl backed away. He assured her that I was all right but that I was likely a bit disoriented from a bad fall. As she took her seat, watching me worriedly, he sat beside her and introduced himself. She spoke much more easily with him, and after reassuring herself that I was recovered, she downed the rest of her cocoa and began telling him about her ski vacation with her parents.


Kelsey.


The girl I loved had been sitting next to me the whole time. Her unforgettable scent had been all around me. This was my Kelsey. I guessed she was all of thirteen. Her cheeks were pink from the warmth of the fire, and pink appeared to be her favorite color if her backpack and hat were any indication. How could I not have recognized her? It was obvious to me now. I should have known her from her eyes. Her voice.


After a moment her parents returned, and as Kelsey introduced Kadam, I took a long look at the two people who had influenced her so much. Her mother was plump and beautiful like her daughter, and as she listened to Kadam share his manufactured tale of the slopes, I saw the strength behind the sympathy that I so often saw in Kelsey’s eyes. She got her determination and openhearted kindness from her mother.


As Kelsey’s father sat down next to her and put his hand on his wife’s shoulder, Kelsey nestled between them and leaned her head back against him. A tender memory of her doing the same thing with me came to mind. As he spoke with Kadam, I recognized the sharp mind behind the gentle man. He cleaned his glasses as he considered Kadam’s story.


The young version of Kelsey fascinated me. She still moved her hands when she talked. Her brown hair was longer than I was used to seeing, and her braids were missing the customary ribbons. She had the same open laugh that reached her eyes. My heart wrenched at seeing her as she’d been, and at that moment, I fell for her even more than I had before. I loved her no matter what age she was, and if she needed saving, then I would throw myself down the mountainside to protect her. It was time to become an active participant in the conversation.


‘It’s all right, Dad,’ I said to Kadam. ‘I’m sure I can wait until morning.’


‘Nonsense,’ Kelsey’s mother replied. ‘There’s plenty of room to take you.’


‘Well, Maddie, we do have a lot of luggage,’ Joshua Hayes countered.


‘I really don’t want to be a burden,’ I said. ‘I’ll just stay overnight and go on the morning shuttle.’


‘Now, son,’ Kadam fussed, ‘It might be broken. I don’t want to wait that long to get your ankle checked out. If you could walk around on it, then it would be a different story.’


Taking his cue, I said, ‘Look, it’s fine. I can walk on it. See?’ I stood, putting all my weight on my right leg, and then took a few awkward steps and grabbed a nearby wooden post, hobbling as if I were in terrible pain. Kelsey cried out and ran to my side. She put her arm around my waist, and her mother came to my other side and fussed over me as I sat down again.


‘I simply won’t hear any more of this nonsense,’ she said. ‘Joshua, we are taking this young man to the hospital and seeing him settled and that’s that.’


‘Yes, dear.’ Her husband smiled and began gathering the luggage. ‘I’ll bring the car around and stow our gear first.’


Maddie patted my arm and said, ‘I was a nurse until I had Kelsey, and I know that a broken ankle is no laughing matter. You just sit right here and let us help you. I insist.’


She had Kelsey’s determined won’t-take-no-for-an-answer expression, and though I knew that Kadam had orchestrated the whole thing, I couldn’t help but enjoy the situation. I smiled warmly at the two Hayes women and said, ‘Having two such lovely young ladies taking care of me has already healed all hurts but one.’


‘What still hurts you, Mr. Kishan?’ the young Kelsey asked.


Leaning my head toward hers as if telling her a secret, I said aloud, ‘The fact that I can have neither one of you for myself is what ails me the most.’


Kelsey’s mouth dropped open, and her mother charmed me with a blush that warmed her cheeks. ‘Now, now,’ she said. ‘I’m much too old for you and Kelsey is too young. Besides, if my husband hears you flirting with us, he might change his mind about taking you to the hospital.’


‘If the two of you belonged to me, I fear I would guard you just as jealously,’ I conceded. ‘It’ll be our secret then,’ I said with a grin.


After Kadam paid the waitress for our hot chocolates, Maddie Hayes stood as Kadam exclaimed with all sincerity, ‘My dear woman, you have shown me the greatest of kindnesses. There are not many who would deign to help another as you have. I entrust my son wholly to your care and know that you will treat him as your own.’ He paused only briefly and then continued soberly as he cupped her hand in his, ‘I hope you know that I would do the same for your daughter should ever the need arise.’


‘I only wish there was room in the car for you too,’ she replied kindly.


‘Alas, fate has deemed I should be left behind. But all is not lost. You are a remarkable soul, Mrs. Hayes. I am honored to have made your acquaintance.’


‘As am I,’ she said.


‘What about your girlfriend?’ Kelsey asked. ‘Shouldn’t we wait for her to come back?’


Lowering my gaze, I said softly, ‘If she wanted to return to me, she would.’


While retrieving her backpack, I heard Kelsey mumble, ‘Girl must be crazy to leave a guy who looks like that.’ She didn’t know that with my tiger hearing, her words were clearly audible. When she returned, I grinned at her. She blushed and looked away.


Joshua Hayes soon came to fetch us and he and Kadam helped me hobble to the vehicle. Kelsey and her mother stood in the hotel entrance while the men helped me get settled. I overheard Kelsey ask her mother, ‘Why are we taking a stranger to the hospital? I thought we needed to be careful around strangers.’


Her mother, thinking I wouldn’t hear, replied, ‘My heart tells me they mean us no harm, and I believe that sometimes it’s better to listen to your heart than to your head. Never let fear stop you from helping others, Kells. You’re right that you should always be careful, but sometimes, if you don’t take a leap of faith, then you may lose out on an incredible adventure. I want you to experience all that life has to offer, and that means taking a risk every once in a while. Get it?’


‘Got it,’ Kelsey answered.


‘Good. Now let’s go make sure our guest is comfortable, shall we?’


Kelsey soon joined me in the backseat, and as her parents buckled in, I realized what a miracle it was to see that glimpse of Kelsey’s past. Her mother was an amazing woman and one I would have liked to have known. She reminded me of my own mother, and I was sad knowing that Kelsey no longer had her parents to turn to. Their deaths must have devastated her.


The night was cold and crisp, and though it had snowed in the afternoon, the stars were clearly visible and the moon lit our path. Kelsey buckled her seat belt and put her book into her backpack. Before she zipped it closed, I saw the flash of a very familiar object.


‘Is that a quilt?’ I asked.


She nodded and, embarrassed, stammered. ‘I know I’m too old to have one, but my grandmother made it for me and she died a couple months ago, so I like to keep it close.’


Ducking my head toward her, I said, ‘There’s no need to feel self-conscious. My girlfriend has a favorite quilt too.’


Maddie gave me a grateful look and waved at Kadam, who nodded silently to me as Kelsey’s father started the car. I clutched the Damon Amulet hidden under my shirt, wondering how I might have to use it.


 


Kelsey’s father turned on the radio, letting the music play gently in the background as he drove slowly down the icy mountain. The small car settled into a rhythm that made a sort of music of its own when combined with the sound of the tire chains crunching a new path in the thick snow. Leaning my head back, I closed my eyes and could almost believe Kelsey was my own and we were visiting her parents to ask for their blessing, that she would introduce me as the one she loved, the one she couldn’t live without.


Instead, she caught my attention when she spoke about school with her mother. She seemed shy in answering her mother’s questions, and I wondered if it was the subject material or if it was my presence that made her nervous. Maddie had just turned her attention to me and was asking if I was visiting or if I’d moved to Oregon when Joshua adjusted his mirror and glanced behind us.


‘What is it?’ his wife asked.


I heard a car and looked out the back window. The revving of its engine was accompanied by uproarious laughter. Kelsey jumped when the driver blew the horn several times.


‘Crazy kids,’ Joshua said. ‘They’re probably drunk.’


‘We have several miles left of mountain road. Just wave them ahead,’ Maddie suggested.


Joshua rolled down his window and waved his arm, but the honking continued. Whoever was driving the vehicle behind us fishtailed back and forth in the thick snow and ice covering the road. They bounced the back of their car into a tall fir tree, and the impact sent a snow shower down onto their car. Instead of having a sobering effect, the boys in the car hooted victoriously as if they’d just won a great battle. They accelerated dangerously close to our vehicle. Kelsey cried out.


‘It will be okay,’ I reassured her. She nodded trustingly, but then the driver behind us flicked his brights on and off. Kelsey sunk down in her seat so her head could no longer be seen, wrapped her arms around her torso, and played nervously with one of her braids.


Seeing her frightened caused my fists to tighten in anger. I wanted to burst through the back window in my tiger form. Imagining landing heavily on the hood of their vehicle and raking my claws across their windshield as I roared and they whimpered gave me a measure of satisfaction, but I doubted that was the reason I was here.


Why am I here? To save Kelsey. But from what? From these boys? What do they want with her? As soon as I began to speculate, my mind filled with nefarious possibilities, ones that would cause me to rip out the throat of any boy who dared think it. Is that the reason I’m here? To prevent these boys from hurting Kelsey and her parents?


So far they’d limited themselves to being annoying. There was no reason to rip throats. At least not yet. Kelsey and her parents were safe for now.


The car weaved behind us, the headlights creating shadows in our car that lengthened and shrunk with each turn. I could see the strain in Joshua Hayes’ eyes, but to his credit, he was as calm as if he were reading a book.


He did his best to soothe his wife and daughter and refused to hurry down the dangerous mountain despite the pressure of the young idiots riding his tail. To distract them, he began talking about where they should go on their vacation next year, suggesting the beach or some other warm place, and asked them where they would like to go.


‘Kelsey?’ he asked, ‘what about you?’


She shrugged and when he asked again, she spoke quietly. ‘I chose this year. Maybe Mom can choose the next.’


‘Perhaps you’re right.’ Her father smiled in the rearview mirror. ‘Maddie? Where would you like to go?’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said nervously. ‘Kishan? Perhaps you could tell us a bit about India,’ she suggested.


I’d just opened my mouth to answer her when the car rammed into us and pushed us several feet to the left before Kelsey’s father regained control.


‘Now that’s just going too far!’ Mr. Hayes said sternly. He maneuvered back into his lane with the intention of stopping the car, but the drunken boys behind us hit us again, this time shoving us straight ahead. The right side of the car scraped against the mountainside. As sparks flew up between the windows and the mountain, Kelsey screamed and grabbed my hand. I squeezed it, trying to reassure her.


When the other car backed away, I leaned forward. ‘We need to get out of the car, Mr. Hayes. I can handle them,’ I said.


‘But you have a broken ankle,’ Mrs. Hayes said anxiously. ‘Besides, it’s better to get away from bullies and report them to the authorities than to fight.’


‘Running from bullies just isn’t my style, ma’am. No offense.’


She gave me a look. ‘No. I can’t imagine you running from anything.’


Kelsey watched me wide-eyed and pale-faced. ‘You’re not going out there, are you?’ she asked nervously.


‘If your dad can safely stop the car, I will.’


Joshua Hayes nodded in the mirror and managed to bring the car to a stop, angling the front wheels to the left a bit so that when my door opened I’d be facing the troublemakers, but instead of stopping their car, they accelerated.


‘Joshua! Watch out!’


I’d just undone my seat belt when they hit us and the door on my side of the car folded inward, the glass breaking. Kelsey cried out and grabbed on to my arm in an attempt to pull me closer to her side so I wouldn’t be injured. Our car slid several feet down a hill so icy that even the chains on the tires couldn’t find purchase. We were pushed into the other lane and beyond it, where we hit a boulder.


Before I realized what was happening, my body became weightless and I slammed against the other side of the car, hitting something soft, which I soon recognized was Kelsey. We held each other and tumbled together as the car rolled once, twice, three times. I tried to shield her with my body as best I could, but the torn vehicle swerved to the edge of the road, and I heard the crunch of metal as we hit a post. Then my stomach dropped as the car spilled over the side of the mountain in free fall headed toward the tops of the trees in the forest far below.


Grabbing Kelsey close to my chest, I used the power of the Damon Amulet to whisk her away before the plummeting car struck a tree and the windshield shattered. There was nothing else I could do to prevent the horrifying accident that not only claimed the lives of Kelsey’s beloved family but would change her forever, impacting the woman she would become.
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Enlightenment


We rematerialized on the mountain road just as the car hit the jutting edge of the mountain. With a shriek of twisting metal, it spun and crashed below, the body of the car crumpling into a mass of steel. The white world around us quieted as the engine died. I heard a ticking sound and then turned away as the underside of the vehicle that now faced the sky burst into flame.


I staggered back and collapsed to one knee, still cradling Kelsey in my arms. She cried out as one of her legs hit the ground. Quickly scooping her up again, I asked. ‘Where does it hurt?’


‘My . . . my leg,’ she groaned. ‘Something’s wrong with my knee.’


Her eyes were unfocused and blood dripped from a cut on her temple. I needed to check her head injury. A large lump was forming.


‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘Where are my parents?’


Swallowing, I said, ‘There was an accident.’


She nodded but I wasn’t sure if she understood. Trembling delicately, she said, ‘I’m so cold.’


‘I know, bilauta.’ I snuggled her close to my chest and felt the trickle of icy tears run down my cheek.


I didn’t know what to do. If I had brought the kamandal with me, I could heal her. The least I could do was help her get warm. Using the fire piece of the amulet, I created a heated pocket of air that surrounded us. She sighed and buried her face in my sweater. Brushing my lips against her hair, I said, ‘Close your eyes, sweetheart. Don’t open them until I tell you.’


Her eyelids fluttered closed, and I shifted us to the forest floor not far from the still-burning mangled car below. Metal pieces had torn off and littered the ground everywhere. I used the water amulet to douse the hot flames. Black smoke rose in the air, and it was cold enough that the water around the car began to freeze. Making my way toward the car through a deep snowbank, I approached the broken vehicle and stopped cold when I saw an icy pool of blood with more seeping slowly into the snow from the driver’s side.


I heard a crunch as someone moved through the underbrush and whirled around, hoping to see Kelsey’s mother, but instead it was Kadam. He carried Kelsey’s blanket and wrapped it around her shaking body. Traveling with her using the power of the amulet had affected her. She was barely conscious.


‘Her parents?’ I asked.


He shook his head sadly. ‘Her father is gone.’


I swallowed thickly. ‘Maddie?’


‘She was thrown from the vehicle. Maddie Hayes will live for only a few more moments. Her back is broken as is her leg and her arm is crushed. She has third-degree burns covering over seventy percent of her body, and she will die before help arrives,’ he answered.


Taking a determined step forward, I said ‘That’s enough time do something. She doesn’t have to lose her mother too. You stay here with Kelsey while I go back and get the kamandal.’


Kadam blocked my path and put a hand on my shoulder. ‘No, son.’ His wizened face seemed carved in stone. Only his eyes showed how painful this was for him as well.


He walked off through the trees, and when he paused, I clutched Kelsey close to my chest with trembling arms and listened to his voice as he murmured softly to Kelsey’s mother.


‘There now, Maddie. I promise I will take care of her. Help will come soon. She will be just fine.’


Then I heard it, the soft rasping of Kelsey’s mother as she struggled to breathe once, twice, and then the horrible sound of nothing at all. She was gone.


When Kadam made his way back to me, I asked harshly, ‘Why?’ Tears fell freely down my face. ‘Why save only her?’


Sighing deeply, he said, ‘The mermaid’s elixir must not be used to change destiny. Each person has their time allotted. Their time has passed.’


‘Daddy?’ Kelsey said drowsily, trying desperately to rouse herself.


I turned away from the accident, walking into the trees so she wouldn’t see the mangled, smoking wreck wrapped around the bodies of her parents.


I couldn’t bear to tell her what happened. ‘I’m here, Kells,’ I said.


‘Daddy, I had the best dream!’ She smiled sweetly but then groaned and pressed a hand against her scalp. I quietly asked Kadam if she was going to be all right. He nodded and mouthed, ‘Concussion.’


My heart was breaking for her. ‘What did you dream about, love?’ I asked, trying not to let my grief show in my voice. Wrapping the quilt around her, I sat on a log and smoothed her hair away from her face.


‘I’m . . . I’m a little dizzy,’ she said when she tried to open her eyes.


‘Shh. Just keep your eyes closed and try to relax.’ I warmed the air around us again while Kadam kept vigil at our side.


‘I dreamt about a handsome prince. He saved me from a dragon!’


‘He did, did he?’ I smiled while pressing my lips to her hair, unable to resist the brief moment of closeness.


‘I think he loves me, Daddy.’


‘I know he does,’ I replied.


She fell quiet after that and drifted into a light sleep. When I lifted my head, I asked Kadam, ‘What’s next?’


‘We wait for the authorities to arrive.’


‘And then what?’


‘We leave her.’


I shook my head. ‘No. No. I can’t leave her alone to face her parents’ deaths by herself.’


Kadam pressed a cloth to Kelsey’s bleeding scalp. ‘We must, Kishan. If she is to become the girl you know, the girl willing to come to India to help a stranger, the girl you fell in love with, then we must leave her to experience this sorrow on her own.’


‘How is that the right thing to do?’


‘The right thing often hurts. If anyone knows that, it’s you.’


After a moment, I asked, ‘Why me?’


‘Pardon?’


‘Why was I the one who needed to save her? Why wasn’t it you? Why not Ren?’


‘It is you because it was always you.’


I clutched Kelsey closer and remarked irritably, ‘Destiny. Destiny is your answer to everything, isn’t it? Well, I have no faith in destiny. In fact, I think destiny got my life wrong.’


‘You’re not thinking of it in the right way. Destiny is no guardian angel influencing your choices. Destiny chooses nothing. It simply is. You are here saving Kelsey solely because you did save her. If you weren’t here, now, at this time, then she would have died with her parents.’


‘So you’re saying I have no choice? No freedom? I am simply a pawn pushed back and forth in a cosmic game of chess?’


‘Not at all.’ Kadam sat on the log next to me. ‘You have always had the freedom to make your own choices. It’s just that your choices have been recorded in the annals of time. All of our choices have. Each person is accounted for. Each event chronicled. The only difference is that I have been able to glimpse the events that affect our lives and now know my place. The irony is that if I hadn’t seen my own timeline, I wouldn’t have the knowledge to assume my role as your guide.’


‘Do you know my future as well?’


He hesitated. ‘Yes.’


‘And Ren’s? Kelsey’s?’


Kadam nodded.


‘Is . . . is she happy?’


‘I think it’s better for you not to know how things unfold. To travel in time is no light undertaking. The knowledge I have influences every thought, every word, every action I take. If you were to learn the things that I know, it would change you forever. What has happened is something I cannot fix, Kishan.’ After a pensive moment, he added, ‘I often wish I could.’


‘I’m not asking you to fix it. I just want you to tell me. Is the future Kelsey happy?’


‘I’m sorry, but that is information that I cannot share with you, and there are events that you must not know. If you attempt to learn more or to tamper with things that should be left alone, the consequences could be catastrophic. I beg you, leave Kelsey to her fate.’


Her fate. Her destiny. As I cradled the young version of the girl I loved and listened to her soft moans as she slept, I knew leaving Kelsey to her fate was something I could never do. If I’d made a mistake in letting her leave with Ren, then I needed to know it. Kadam may have qualms about altering the timeline, but if I could spare Kelsey pain and assure myself of her happiness, then I would make every effort to do so.


My thoughts were interrupted when I heard a siren on the road high above us and the shouts of men.


‘It is time,’ Kadam announced. ‘We need to leave before they come.’


‘You want to leave her here unattended?’


‘We must. There must be no record of us or our names associated with what happened here today.’


I narrowed my eyes briefly, then sighed and kissed her soft cheek as I stood. Studying the surrounding landscape left me unsatisfied. I refused to place her too close to the car for fear of her waking up alone to that traumatic scene, but if she continued to sleep, I needed her close enough so the rescue workers could find her.


Closing my eyes, I used the power of the Damon Amulet. The earth rumbled and rocks appeared to block her view of the car. I melted the snow and dried the ground around us and even caused tender shoots of grass and wildflowers to bloom. Kadam raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Satisfied with my efforts, I carefully laid her down on the natural carpet I’d created.


When I was finished, Kadam said, ‘And now it’s time to take her memory.’


I started. ‘Take her—’ I set my jaw. ‘What are you saying?’


‘We need to alter her memory so she forgets our presence. Surely, you understand why this must be done.’


Impatiently, I ran a hand through my hair. Take her memory? When Kelsey first met me in the jungle, she’d said that she knew who I was and what I was. She knew that I was Ren’s brother and that I was a tiger, but there hadn’t been a spark of recognition when she saw my face. I bristled thinking of what he was asking me to do and wondered what would happen if I didn’t.


Would she remember me and carry that connection with her? When she saw me for the first time, would she recall that I was the man who saved her? Would she give me a chance to love her before Ren got his claws into her? Not taking her memory could alter the future significantly. I suddenly understood why Kadam was pressing.


‘What would I need to do?’ I asked, still undecided.


‘The Damon Amulet has the power to remove her memories of you. Since there are only a few there at this time in her life, it should be very easy to follow the pathways. Use the amulet to open her mind. Close your eyes and see what she sees.’


I entered her mind, though I was still unsure if I was actually going to go through with it, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to peek. A spark of light blazed as the amulet glowed and I felt warmth spread through me. Images, fuzzy at first but becoming clearer by the moment, filled my mind.


Initially, I was overwhelmed with seeing so many of her thoughts. They flashed by too quickly for me to absorb them all, but soon I recognized patterns and an organization in her mind. Prevalent were thoughts of her grandmother and her worry over a boy at school who was picking on her. My fists tightened as I watched her come home in tears because he’d bullied her.


Mr. Kadam’s voice broke through. ‘Focus on the recent hours,’ he said.


The images shifted, shuffling quickly to the most current. I saw myself in the lodge, craning my neck for a glimpse of Kelsey. She wasn’t reading at all but watching me. I smiled when I discovered that she thought I was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.


Quickly, those images were overtaken by her fear of the boys crashing into us and the memory of clutching my hand as she instinctively looked to me for strength and protection. She didn’t want the bullies in the other car to find her. When I’d offered to fight them, she’d stared at me in wonder, and something sparked in her at that moment. She suddenly felt like fighting back. Humbled, I realized that I’d given her that.


‘Kishan, we must hurry,’ Kadam said.


I sorted through her memories and decided that if I was going to change the future, then I had plenty of time to try to do so when Kadam wasn’t around to stop me. For now, I’d do as he asked. With a mental flick, I swiped her memories of meeting me and Kadam in the lodge and of me being in the car.


Unhappily, I removed her thoughts of me holding her after the accident, but at the last minute, I decided to leave her two things – the last piece of advice she’d ever get from her mother and the budding feeling of her wanting to fight back. She wouldn’t know where it came from, but she’d still recognize it, and I’d always know that I was the one who’d inspired that courage.


Finished, I stood and nodded to Kadam, who put his hand on my shoulder. Using the Damon Amulet, I removed all signs of our presence. As the thump of a helicopter grew stronger, I put my hand on Kadam’s shoulder. Once again the world tilted on its axis as we spun in the whirlwind of time.


 


My stomach settled more quickly than it had before, and as I took in our surroundings, I glanced at Kadam.


‘If you wouldn’t mind finding Anamika,’ he said, ‘there are a few things we need to discuss. I’ll meet the two of you in the throne room.’


I was still angry with him over his absolute refusal to consider altering history. As I made my way toward Anamika’s room, I wondered how long we’d been gone and if she was asleep or still in her bath. Turning on my heel, I decided to check the bath first and was faintly disappointed not to find her reclining amid thousands of pink bubbles. I didn’t have any designs on the goddess, but I sure enjoyed getting her riled up. A fight with Anamika would have distracted me from what I’d just experienced with Kelsey, at least for a little while.


Softly, I knocked on her bedroom door but there was no response. When I opened it and crept silently inside, I expected a very upset woman to put me in my place about entering her bedroom without her leave, but instead I was amazed at the changes she’d made in her room.


For a woman as tough as Anamika was on the outside, I’d expected her room to be simple, austere, or perhaps similar to her tent on the battlefield. Instead, I was surrounded by softness. Not luxury, though that was still there, a remnant of Lokesh’s trappings, but the room felt warm, inviting.


Several vases full of flowers wafted their fragrant scent, which combined with the slight smell of woodsmoke from the dim fire. She’d used the Divine Scarf to make thick rugs and pillows, and her room was full of tokens and gifts that had been offered. The walls were decorated with elaborately stitched tapestries but also with children’s drawings. Relics, pieces of pottery, and small carved likenesses of the goddess in battle adorned simple wooden shelves.


Despite the varying levels of skill in creating these items, Anamika seemed to award them equal regard, as childish renderings were placed right next to masterpieces. Though there were many pieces displayed, there was still an order to them. It was almost as if each item were placed in exactly the right spot.


Heading toward the bed, I found her soundly asleep. Her hair was spread out on the pillow and her hand rested upon it. The light dusting of freckles across her nose almost disappeared in the darkness, but her dark lashes and eyebrows were still easy to see in the firelight.


Shifting, she turned on her side toward me. I inhaled. Night-blooming jasmine and lotus. The flowers in her room almost overwhelmed me with their fragrance, but her warm scent was better than all of them anyway, though I’d never admit that to her.


I noticed she’d yanked the blanket up so far that her feet stuck out. I reached over to cover them. Anamika was as tall as most men, though I still had a few inches on her, and a formidable warrior in battle. She had muscle but not overly so – she was still curvy in all the right places, and her thick hair was surely the envy of every woman who met her.


It was those long legs that were the problem, I thought with a smirk. All of those other things were distracting enough, but it was her legs that got her into the most trouble. Her legs were . . . well, amazing would be an understatement. I had to constantly stave off male devotees who felt the need to worship the goddess a little too much.


When she sighed softly, I studied her lips and thought she had a beautiful mouth, a mouth made for a man to kiss. It was too bad she preferred using it to abuse men instead. The karkasha, I thought with a grudging smile. Well, not all men. Mostly just me. But even I had to admit that Anamika was a beautiful woman, an actual goddess made human. Any man would want her, would fall at her feet to worship her. If I hadn’t been in love with Kelsey, then even I might have been overwhelmed by her charms.


What I wanted was a real woman, though. Someone warm and soft and loving. Not some ice princess who looked down her nose disdainfully at me and had a smart remark about everything I did. Anamika was too regal. Too stiff. Too cold. Too . . . 


The sleeping goddess snored softly.


Congested?


I stifled a laugh and imagined how she would be utterly mortified to have me tease her about snoring and would likely zap me with a lightning bolt if she ever found me hovering over her as she slept. Still, I had to give the woman credit. The dark circles under her eyes were plain to see. Anamika was a perfect goddess. She worked hard, she loved her people, and she had a soft heart.


Gently, I shook her shoulder, hoping she’d been sleeping long enough. She moaned quietly in protest. I shook harder. ‘Ana. Anamika, you need to wake up.’


‘Go away,’ she mumbled.


‘No.’


‘Why must you always bother me when I’m attempting to relax?’ she said with her eyes closed.


‘I live to annoy you,’ I replied.


‘How lucky for me.’


She rolled to a sitting position, though her eyes were still closed, and smoothed a hand over her messy hair, mussing it even further. A far cry from the perfect image she preferred in public. I smiled, thinking she looked endearing and vulnerable, like a little girl. Then my thoughts turned to another little girl, one I’d left alone by the side of a wrecked car.


‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Get dressed. Kadam needs to see us.’


‘Kadam? Who is that? A king?’


‘No, he’s not a king, he’s . . . he needs to explain it to you himself.’


‘Very well.’ She rose, stumbled slightly, and poked her finger into my chest. ‘But after this, you’re going to let me sleep.’


I took her hand, effectively pushing her poking finger away from my chest, and wrapped her fingers around her hairbrush. ‘Here. You may want to do something about that Stymphalian-sized bird’s nest on top of your head. Get dressed. I’ll wait for you outside.’


I’d just closed the door behind me when I heard the hairbrush hit the back of the door. For some reason her reaction made me laugh. I was still laughing when the door opened a few moments later and I was greeted by an alert, vengeful woman with flashing eyes and full lips narrowed in a frown.


‘Am I presentable enough for you now?’ she hissed.


I rubbed my jaw as if considering her appearance. ‘I suppose. Though your hair is not as shiny as it could be.’


She angrily worked a muscle in her jaw. I wasn’t sure why I found such delight in disturbing her. The truth was that I’d never seen hair so shiny. The thick waves of it fell in such a way that it tempted me constantly. I wanted to run my hands through the silky strands.


When we entered the throne room, we found Kadam pacing.


‘Ah, there you are, my dear.’


He took her hands and kissed each one.


Anamika smiled graciously but took a step back closer to me; in fact, she was so close I wrapped my hands around her upper arms and leaned down to whisper, ‘He won’t hurt you.’


She stiffened and wrenched her body away. ‘I am not afraid of him.’ With a kind gesture, she directed him toward the throne, where she normally sat. ‘Would you like to sit, my friend?’


Kadam smiled and said, ‘No. Thank you. But perhaps you’d better take the seat.’


Puzzled, Anamika lowered her body onto the throne, and I took a place beside her as Kadam addressed us.


Kadam rubbed his hands together and paced for a moment, glancing up at us at each turn. Finally, he stopped and held out his hands. ‘Perhaps I should first introduce myself. My name is Anik Kadam. I am the man-at-arms who once served the house of Rajaram.’


Anamika flashed me a look of shock. ‘But you . . . you’re dead. Kishan and Kelsey spoke of you.’


‘I am not dead . . . yet. But I will perish soon.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Anamika said.


‘You are aware that the Rope of Fire and the Damon Amulet have the ability to allow their user to travel in time and space?’ Anamika nodded. ‘This is how I have come to you now. I am alive in my time and am visiting with you prior to my death.’


‘I see. Go on.’


Anamika was taking to this time travel business a lot faster than I had.


Kadam continued, ‘Though you haven’t met me in this form, you know me in another.’


Drawing her eyebrows together, Anamika frowned. ‘What other form?’ she asked.


‘I was your teacher, my dear child.’


In her native language, Kadam spoke of a memorable lesson. ‘You fell from a rather skittish colt once and vowed you’d never ride him again. Do you remember?’


Anamika furrowed her brow, nodded, and said, ‘My teacher soothed him as if by magic, convinced me to climb up on his back again, and guided him around until I was comfortable.’ Sitting forward, she asked, ‘How do you know this? You look nothing like my teacher. What you say isn’t possible.’


‘It is possible, with this.’ He took the scarf from his neck, and it twisted and turned until it became its natural form.


Anamika stood immediately. ‘Did you steal this from us? You must have entered my room when I was sleeping, for I left it there!’


Kadam reassured, ‘And if you returned there now, you would find it in the place you last saw it. This Divine Scarf I have borrowed from my time, and many times I have used it and will use it to assume the role of Phet, your teacher.’


‘Will use it?’ I asked.


He nodded gravely. ‘There is still much work to be done, and I will need the both of you to help me accomplish it.’


Anamika looked to me for guidance. ‘Is he the man he says he is?’ she asked.


‘He is. Though we may have differing opinions about the work he intends to give us.’


After a brief moment of scrutiny, Anamika sighed and then said, ‘I learned as a young woman to trust my teacher. He always seemed to know things before they happened.’ She glanced up at me and then added, ‘We will do whatever is required of us.’


When I merely grunted, Kadam favored me with a sparkling gleam in his eye. I knew that look. He was pleased that we’d accepted a challenge. He’d worn a similar expression when I’d been particularly stubborn in weapons training as a young boy.


Kadam bowed to Anamika and, smiling warmly, said, ‘An open mind and a willing heart are the beginning of many a great adventure. Let’s get started.’
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Anamika gripped the arms of the pink diamond throne, her tension unnoticeable to anyone but me. I put my hand on her shoulder and tried to send her some soothing energy.


Kadam began hesitantly, ‘I’m not sure exactly where I should start.’


‘Perhaps you should begin at the beginning,’ Anamika teased lightly, but I still heard the gravity behind her light tone.


‘Yes. Well, that’s the thing. There is no beginning. The timeline twists and turns, arching back on itself like a great ring. I only know where there are missing fragments waiting to be filled – what must be done to complete the circle.’


‘Then tell us what must be done,’ said Anamika quietly.


Kadam shifted and wrung the Divine Scarf in his hands. The colors of the scarf moved as swirls of black stole through the magical fabric.


When he raised his head, he looked at me and said quietly, ‘You must create the curse.’


My heart stilled at his words.


Anamika asked, ‘What do you mean by “create” it?’


Kadam explained, ‘The curse that changed Kishan and Ren into tigers was not caused by Lokesh. The two of you did it.’


When Anamika began to ask how, I overrode her and demanded, ‘Why?’


Sighing, Kadam pinched the bridge of his nose and said, ‘There is not one part of this that the two of you didn’t have your hands in. When we visited the temples of Durga, the two of you were there. When Ren and Kishan were changed into tigers, it was you who caused it. The gifts of Durga found in the realms of Shangri-La, Kishkindha, the City of Lights, and the Seven Pagodas were all hidden there by . . . you.’


Anamika was rendered speechless and I also reeled from Kadam’s words.


Stammering, I muttered, ‘Are you saying that we brought this upon ourselves? That we caused the curse?’


‘Caused is the wrong word. It’s more like . . . you orchestrated it,’ Kadam said.


What insanity has gripped his mind? We orchestrated the curse? What purpose would we have in doing that? Wasn’t it enough that I sacrificed the life I wanted with the girl I loved to play the role of Durga’s tiger? Is this the universe’s way of paying me back? Not only take away what I want the most but make me be the one to cause my own problems?


‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Kadam said.


Doubtful.


‘You’re questioning everything. Your place in the world. Your purpose.’


I glanced at Anamika and found her listening quietly, hands demurely folded in her lap. She seemed more relaxed now.


Of course. To her this is merely another task to accomplish. She doesn’t care if what Kadam proposes ends up destroying my life. The curse of a tiger’s life doesn’t fall on her; it affects me. If I weren’t a tiger, I would . . . I would what?


Kadam continued, ‘I, too, had these concerns but then, when I thought it through, I realized that my sacrifices were for the good of my family, the good of mankind.’


The good of my family? The tiger’s curse destroyed my family. The good of mankind wasn’t number one on my priority list either, and I was pretty sure that if there was a way for Ana to give up being Durga, she’d go after it wholeheartedly.


‘No,’ I said.


Anamika looked up at me with a curious expression.


‘What do you mean?’ Kadam asked.


‘No. I will not curse my past self, my future self, or any other part of myself to be a tiger.’


‘But, son, you must.’


‘Why must I? You said I had the freedom to choose; well, I choose to be free.’


‘I don’t think you fully comprehend what this means.’


‘I know exactly what it means. It means that Ren and I live normal lives. We use the power of the amulet to go back and defeat Lokesh there, which will be much easier since he doesn’t have the whole amulet. Ren can marry Yesubai and become the emperor and I’ll go to the future and find Kelsey. Everybody’s happy!’


‘It doesn’t work that way, Kishan.’


I folded my arms across my chest. ‘Why not?


‘Because you cannot go back and change what already did happen. Don’t you see? If you had done it, then why are you here now?’


I couldn’t answer him. My heart and my mind were telling me to go, now, to prevent the curse from ever happening, but Kadam was right. Something had or would stop me. Otherwise I would have done it. The circular logic was giving me a splitting headache.


‘It grieves me as it does you,’ he added. ‘You must believe me when I say I’ve given this much thought and consideration. I just spent weeks preventing myself from buying Ren or from having others steal him. Leaving him in those cages almost undid me. Trust me when I say this is as difficult for me as it will be for you.’


‘Then what is it you would like us to do?’ Anamika asked with a sympathetic glance at me.


Wearily, Kadam sighed, and for a moment I felt a wave of guilt for lashing out at him. If anyone had the best interests of my family in mind, it was him. I knew that. It was one of the only things in the universe that was a constant. He was using the last days of his life to help us, to help me. I should be a little more grateful. But it was hard not to chafe at the idea of cursing my past self to the lonely life I’d be living. At least Ren had escaped the curse. But me? I’d spend the rest of my remaining years as a tiger.


Unaware of, or perhaps, ignoring my dark thoughts, Kadam produced a list of times and places we needed to intervene in history to create our present. The list was much longer than I anticipated, and Anamika had immediate questions such as, ‘How will we know what to do?’ and ‘What if we leap to the wrong time or place?’


Kadam held up a hand. ‘The Damon Amulet functions like a . . . like a . . . There’s no phrase to describe it except in future terms. It’s like a cosmic GPS. Kishan will explain the concept to you. In a way, it’s preprogramed to go to those places where the timeline must be reinforced. As to the question of what you will do once you arrive, I can’t really say. To tell you might affect what you do.


‘I have learned that allowing things to happen organically usually works out for the best. I must return to my own time now, but I trust that the two of you will make things right. Kishan knows of the places listed, and he will help you accomplish the tasks you must. Use the scarf to disguise yourselves as necessary, for it would be unwise for you to meet your past selves. Bhagyashalin. Good luck to you both.’


‘Wait!’ I called out as he gripped his piece of the amulet. ‘Will we see you again?’


His mouth crooked up in a wry smile. ‘Undoubtedly.’


As he bowed his head, wind swirled around his form, blurring our view of his body. When the wind dissipated, he was gone.


Anamika pressed her fingers to her mouth. I wondered what she was thinking and almost reached out to touch her arm. The two of us could share our thoughts if we touched and were willing to open our minds, but the brief physical contact just produced the pleasant hum we’d become accustomed to.


She slid from the diamond throne and paced back and forth on the thick rug as she read through the list. When she was finished, she passed the list off to me and waited impatiently for me to finish reading it. I blew out a breath and ran a hand through my hair.


‘What are we going to do about this?’ she asked.


Cocking my head, I countered, ‘What do you want to do?’


‘It is much to consider.’ She froze briefly as she finally noticed the amulet hanging from my neck. Her eyes darted to mine as if she was trying to read what thoughts lay hidden beneath the surface. When I didn’t offer up any explanations, she said, ‘Perhaps we should discuss this at length tomorrow.’


I nodded, knowing that I needed to tell her what had happened. I knew she hadn’t missed that there was one event, the very first one on the list, already crossed out.


 


Saving Kelsey


 


Stiffly, Anamika headed back toward her suite of rooms. Guilt rose in me and I wasn’t sure why. I hadn’t done anything wrong. Yes. I took the amulet without telling her. But Kadam had said to wait until he could explain. Still, I felt as if I had personally betrayed Anamika’s trust.


As she moved deeper into the mountainside, I chose the opposite direction and emerged from the castle cut in stone onto a balcony that overlooked Durga’s garden. The night was crisply cold and the stars seemed close enough to touch. The scent of lotus and roses wafted in the air and tickled my nose.


Without pausing in my stride, I leapt over the balcony and landed in a crouch on the grass a few levels below. Fluidly I switched forms and lapped icy water from the fountain. When I’d quenched my thirst, I found a soft spot of ground and settled down for the night. The wind rustled my black fur, but the sensation relaxed me, and I drifted off thinking about the young version of Kelsey.


 


I woke at dawn and was just finishing stretching out my limbs when I caught the scent of jasmine in the air. Anamika was seated at the fountain, dipping her hand in the water and letting it slip through her fingers over and over. She appeared to be deep in thought.


Lazily, I padded over to her and she ran a hand over my back as I sat at her feet. As she continued to stroke my head and shoulders, I felt her speak in my mind – a special ability we discovered when entering the battle with Lokesh as Durga and Damon. I never got a chance to ask Kelsey or Ren if the same thing happened to them. The trick came in handy when serving as Durga’s tiger. She never had to guess what I wanted to say based on my tiger face.


What are we going to do?


I don’t know. What do you think about all this? I answered her.


I am unsure. Do I wish to undo the past – revisit battles I’ve lost, seek the ones I love? Yes! But if I change history, would I not also risk losing my brother to the demon? If I create positive outcomes where I was once defeated, do I not also lose the lessons I learned and, ultimately, lose my true self?


Growling lightly, I answered her. You’re saying I should curse my past self?


No. I am saying you should learn to embrace who you are, what you have become.


Shaking my tiger body, I responded. I’ve lost too much, Ana. The tiger has destroyed everything I cared about, my parents, my inheritance, my chance for a family, and has taken from me two women whom I loved.


Perhaps you are right, and yet, think about what the tiger has given you.


I could just as easily ask you to embrace the goddess version of yourself.


She froze with her hand on my head. You are correct that I do not exactly welcome my own destiny. After a moment of silent reflection, she sent a thought to my mind again. You have already started your journey toward our destiny, have you not, Kishan?


Her hand fell from my shoulder as I paced a few feet away. Switching to a man, I kept my back to her and said, ‘You’re referring to the checked-off item.’


I cocked my head but only heard her quiet breathing as a response. Turning around, I found her gazing at me steadily, waiting patiently for my explanation. I ran a hand through my hair and crouched in front of her. ‘Kadam asked me to take the amulet and not tell you. He said we needed to save her.’


‘Kelsey,’ Anamika stated.


‘Yes. I had assumed that something was wrong at home, that she’d been attacked, but what really happened was . . . well, it was completely unexpected.’


‘Tell me,’ she said as she tucked a leg beneath her other one, exposing a long and lovely bare limb.


Suddenly uncomfortable, I stood up and began pacing. ‘We didn’t go to Kelsey’s present or her future, we went to her past.’


‘Her past? Why?’


‘When she was a teenager, her parents died in a car accident.’


‘What is a teenager?’


‘A teenager is a young girl. Not a child and not yet a woman.’


‘I see,’ she remarked thoughtfully, ‘and what is a car?’


‘A car is a sort of—’ I racked my brain trying to come up with a way to describe it. Instead I offered my hand. ‘Perhaps it will be easier to show you.’


Anamika stood and held out her hand. As I wrapped her warm hand in mine, I couldn’t help but notice how soft her skin was and how the fragrance of lotus and jasmine wafted from her hair. She smiled, catching a glimpse of the direction of my thinking, but then I quickly shuffled thoughts of her legs and the scent of her hair to the back of my mind and brought my recent experience with Kelsey to the forefront.


During our time together, she’d rarely opened her mind to me and, as a courtesy, I kept mine from her as well, though it was entirely possible to fully know everything each of us felt and experienced. It was also possible to limit what was shown like I had done with Kelsey. I pulled up everything that had happened since Phet revealed himself to me and let her see it through my eyes.


Anamika absorbed everything quietly, and yet I could sense the surprise and the awe overwhelming her. Questions filled her mind as she studied the scenes from my perspective that played out for her like a movie. After she saw the death of Kelsey’s parents and witnessed the removal of myself from Kelsey’s mind, she stretched out gentle mental fingers in an attempt to see more. I cut her off and let go of her hand.


‘You’ve seen enough,’ I declared abruptly.


She studied me with clear green eyes that were full of sympathy. Taking my hands in hers and offering simply the peaceful warmth of our connection, she said, ‘Please do not be angry. I am sorry for the intrusion. I did not mean to see more than you wanted to show.’


‘But you did see more.’


Anamika nodded. ‘I saw your intention. What you’re considering is dangerous.’


‘Dangerous for whom?’


‘For all of us. My teacher’ – she paused – ‘Kadam said that seeing our past selves could be disastrous.’


Setting my jaw stubbornly, I replied, ‘I just want to see if she’s happy.’


‘And if she is not?’


‘We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.’


Grasping her hands behind her back, she headed across the garden toward the wide stone archway with a determined stride. I trotted behind her to keep up.


‘Where are you going?’ I asked.


‘To get my weapons.’


‘You won’t need weapons where I plan to go.’


She halted midstride and placed her hands on her hips, which emphasized her small waist and raised the hem of her favorite green hunting dress to mid-thigh.


I rubbed a hand over my jaw. ‘You will, however, need some new clothes.’


As she sputtered a protest, I grabbed her hand, spun, and headed toward the castle, nerves and excitement quickening my stride.


Moments later, I wore a dark business suit and tie and had decided to play the part of an auditor. I’d used the scarf to dress Anamika as my assistant.


‘Why are we not going directly to visit Kelsey and Dhiren?’ Anamika asked.


‘Because I don’t want to interfere unless it’s absolutely necessary.’


‘So you will find the information you seek at your . . . compenny?’


‘It’s company, and yes, I should be able to learn more if I can access the computer.’


‘I do not understand companies or computers.’


‘I know. Look, your job is to just be my assistant.’


‘Must assistants wear this uncomfortable clothing?’


She tugged irritably at the gray jacket before making disparaging remarks about the color of her pink silk blouse. After running her hands down the trim skirt and kicking the chair with her soft woven slippers, she demanded, ‘I want to at least keep my boots.’


‘You’re lucky,’ I answered her with a wry grin. ‘If the scarf could make high heels, you’d be wearing those instead.’


Sweeping her long hair over her shoulder, she headed to the mirror, muttering under her breath all the while about heels that were high and companies.


I folded my arms across my chest and smiled. Even with modern clothing, Anamika looked every bit the wild warrior princess. Clearing my throat, I said, ‘We’ll have to do something about that hair.’


She spun and glared defensively at me. ‘What is wrong with my hair this time?’


‘It needs to be . . . well . . . contained. Perhaps a bun at the nape of your neck?’


‘My hair cannot be contained. Many have attempted it but they were all unsuccessful.’


‘I see.’


Rubbing my thumb across my jaw, I studied her long tresses. ‘Sit,’ I commanded.


She took a step back, eyes full of alarm. ‘What do you mean to do?’ she asked warily.


‘I mean to fix your hair.’


Lifting her chin haughtily in the air, she answered, ‘No.’


‘It needs to be done, Ana.’


She shook her head and backed farther away from me.


My senses sharpened and something in me shifted. I felt a sudden impulse to hunt. A growl rumbled through my chest as I stalked closer. When her back hit the wall, I narrowed my gaze on her slim neck and took another step, transfixed by the pulse that jumped wildly at my approach.


Reaching out a hand to touch her hair, I asked, ‘Are you frightened of me, Ana?’


She swallowed, then raised her eyes. It wasn’t fear I saw there, but there was something else, something . . . vulnerable. As quickly as I recognized it, she blinked and her beautiful green eyes glittered with defiance.


‘I am not afraid of you, black tiger.’


I mocked her gently, ‘No. You are just afraid of having your hair brushed.’


With a hiss, she shoved me away and sat down. ‘I am afraid of nothing,’ she said as she handed me her hairbrush.


Sweeping her hair over her shoulder, I pressed my lips to her ear and said, ‘Forgive me if I don’t believe you, Goddess.’


Anamika waved her hand in the air like a queen dismissing a minion and I chuckled. She sat stiffly as I drew the brush through her long, dark hair. The sensation was soothing and made me think of my mother.


When I was a young boy, I liked to brush my mother’s hair. It was our little secret, she’d say. After I’d started training with Kadam, I took my mother’s brush and hid it. A few days later, she sent for me and asked if I’d taken it. Scowling as only an eight-year-old boy can, I proceeded to tell her that a warrior as formidable as I was to become would lose all credibility, his reputation would be ruined, if it was discovered that he liked to brush women’s hair.


My mother, in reply, asked if a woman could brush a man’s hair. ‘Of course!’ I’d answered. She bent toward me, her nose almost touching mine, and said, ‘Then perhaps I can brush your hair instead.’


She took the brush as I willingly laid my head in her lap, and as she ran it through my hair, we spoke of my childish musings. As the years passed, I’d developed a habit of laying my head in my mother’s lap. I’d share all my worries and concerns and then listen to her wise counsel.


When I first set eyes on Yesubai, I remembered noticing her long, long hair. As I got to know her, I decided it was entirely appropriate for a husband to brush his wife’s hair when in the privacy of their chambers. I’d been planning to give her a set of beautiful brushes as a wedding present. Then she died and I was cursed to live as a tiger.


My mother tried to bridge the gap that had grown between us after I became a tiger, but I was determined to be miserable. She’d put her arms around me or stroke my tiger back, but I always stalked away. I missed the closeness between us but didn’t know how to fix what I was or undo what I’d done. Being the tiger was the punishment I got for falling in love with Ren’s girl.


Then Kelsey came. Her embrace healed me. Her touch made me forget. Gave me hope of a future that now seemed to be swept away forever. I had laid my head in Kelsey’s lap. Asked her to be my wife. I was finally going to become the man I always wanted to be. But the tiger wouldn’t let me go. Once again, the curse threatened to undo me because I’d fallen for Ren’s girl.


As if sensing my thoughts, Anamika asked, ‘Did you brush her hair?’


I knew right away the ‘her’ she was referring to. Still, I asked, ‘Kelsey?’


She nodded. I stilled and thought about my once fiancée. I swallowed thickly before answering, ‘No. I never did.’


‘Perhaps you should have,’ she teased lightly. ‘You have good hands.’


Gathering her hair, I twisted it into a loop and fastened it at the nape of her neck with a leather tie. Satisfied, I nudged her from the chair. ‘I am fairly adept at massages as well,’ I said with a sad smile.


Anamika turned, trying to figure out the button on her jacket. ‘What’s a massage?’ she asked as she wrapped the Rope of Fire around her waist like a belt and tied the Divine Scarf around her neck.


Stretching out fingers to help her with her button, I answered, ‘I’ll show you later.’


Anamika fingered the button of my suit jacket, stroked the silk tie, and then touched the amulet hanging around my neck.


Offering my arm, I asked, ‘Shall we?’


She stared at my arm with a puzzled expression. ‘Shall we what?’


I took her hand, curved her fingers over my arm, and said, ‘Shall we go?’


Staring at her fingers as if they were no longer attached to her body, she nodded mutely.


Selecting a time of four weeks after Ren and Kelsey had returned to the future, I closed my eyes and envisioned the shaded park near Rajaram Industries in Japan. Pressing Anamika close to my side, we disappeared.


 


I’d purposely chosen a shady place under a large tree in the early morning just before sunrise, and with great luck, no one was around when we appeared. Taking Anamika’s hand, I led her through the trees and toward the pond. Rajaram Industries was on the other side of the park, and if we timed it right, we’d arrive just as they opened.


When a pair of early-morning bicycle riders passed just in front of us on a path shaded by ginkgo trees, Anamika started.


‘What . . . what are those?’ she asked with awe. ‘Are they cars?’


‘No.’ I chuckled. ‘Those are called bicycles. They are used for travel and for sport.’


Music drifted on the wind and she tugged on my arm to pull me toward it. ‘Come. I wish to hear the drums.’


We neared an area where musicians of all types were setting up to play. I was surprised to see delight on her face rather than fear. After I told her it was impolite to point at the strange clothing and appearances of the passersby that increased in number as the minutes lapsed, she contented herself with whispering to me of the strange hairstyles, clothing, and piercings she noticed.


She was especially fascinated with the early-morning joggers. Of women who wore their hair in ponytails and sported earbuds and colorful running shoes. She marveled at the extensive rose gardens, and the thrill on her face made me slow my pace so she could stop and smell the fragrant blossoms. When we passed over the bridge, the fountain in the pond shot a spray of water high into the air. I let her watch the water for several minutes until she seemed satisfied and turned to me with an expression of curiosity.


‘This is the world you grew up in?’


‘No. This is Kelsey’s world. I was born in a time when things moved slowly, very similar to your own.’ As we resumed our walk, I asked, ‘Does this place frighten you?’


‘No. Not while I am with you.’


I glanced at her, wondering if she was attempting to toy with me, but she was taking in her surroundings, completely oblivious to my thoughts. Chiding myself, I remembered that Anamika was many things, but a flirt was not one of them. She prided herself on being direct. It was something I appreciated about her. The fact that my presence gave her courage stirred a feeling of satisfaction in me.


‘You honor me, Goddess,’ I said with a twinkle in my eye.


Her green eyes lifted to mine, seeking to discover my mood, and a second later she graced me with a rare smile.


After passing a Japanese shrine, we left the forest and headed across a wide lawn. Anamika paused in her tracks. Her breathing quickened and I scented the sharp tang of her fear. She clutched my arm.


‘What is it?’ I asked softly.


‘It . . . it is not possible,’ she said.


Her head was lifted to the sky. Where the trees parted, the Tokyo skyline was clearly visible, and a plane passed over one of the skyscrapers as we watched.


‘Anamika, look at me.’


I put my hands on her shoulders and turned her toward me. ‘In this time, there are ways for people to build great buildings and to travel through the sky in metal chariots. They travel over land on great roads that seem to never end. There is an unseen power called electricity that gives the light of a hundred candles. Doors are made of glass and open without anyone holding them. You will see many strange and different things, but I want you to remember that you have more power than all of these. You are the goddess Durga and nothing can hurt you. I will be by your side. If you are unsure, watch what I do. I promise I will not lead you astray.’


Anamika swallowed and nodded. A familiar glint stole into her eyes.


‘I am ready,’ she said. ‘You may escort me to the giant metal company.’


As we began walking toward the now bustling crosswalk and her eyes widened at seeing the hundreds of cars changing lanes and honking, I added, ‘Oh, and one more thing. It’s probably better if you don’t talk too much.’


She frowned and arched a defiant brow, the expression making me laugh. Her righteous indignation at my comment also served the purpose of helping her forget how utterly foreign this world was to her. We approached the glass doors of the Rajaram Industries headquarters, and as she boldly strode by my side, I wondered if I would handle this time as well if our roles were reversed.


The greeter at the front desk was friendly enough until I stated our purpose. Her forehead wrinkled in confusion. ‘We’ve just finished our yearly audit. I’m afraid I don’t understand,’ she said politely but with an expression of no-funny-business-gets-past-her. Anamika didn’t help when she rudely asked the girl why she was wearing color on her lips and cheeks.


The receptionist was picking up the phone to call a supervisor when Ana waved her fingers in the air. The girl blinked and apologized for bothering her supervisor unnecessarily before hanging up the phone. She then returned to her paperwork, ignoring us completely.


We’d long since discovered that both of us could access the power of the Damon Amulet no matter who wore it as long as we were within a few kilometers of each other. ‘What did you do?’ I asked incredulously.


‘I simply accessed her memory and blocked us from her thoughts. She won’t remember us or see us while we are here.’


‘How did you do that?’


‘It’s the same thing you did with Kelsey.’


‘Not exactly. You made us invisible.’


‘Oh, that. It is a trick. The scarf can bend light when used with the time travel piece of the amulet.’ She frowned. ‘It is difficult to explain. Our bodies are blurred so that we walk in a slightly different time that overshadows the old one, and then I use the fire piece to reform the light patterns around us. It is similar to hiding from prey with painted skin or clothing.’


I stared at her in open awe until she fidgeted and asked, ‘Can we hurry and find your company please?’


Nodding, I took her elbow, guiding her into the elevator, and cursed myself when I saw we’d need a key card. I briefly explained how an elevator worked while pushing the keep-door-closed button, but she placed her palm over the key pad and blue crackles of electricity sparkled from between her fingers. For a technologically illiterate girl, her ability to grasp concepts and keep an open mind was astonishing. In a second, we were racing up to the top floor of the building, where we’d find my office.


This time I had the upper hand, literally, as I palmed the lock and the door opened. I handed her a Japanese chocolate bar and a bottle of soda from the mini-fridge before leaving her to explore my office while I checked the computer. Watching her find delight in a fish tank, raid the mini-fridge, and gasp at the view of the city from my office window was distracting, but I still managed to skim through Nilima’s email and discovered the announcement that Ren was taking over Rajaram Industries as president.


There was a newspaper article on how he had reacted to the sad news of the passing of his beloved grandfather, Anik Kadam, and his brother, Sohan Kishan Rajaram. I let out a sigh when I read about the fabricated story of our deaths. Apparently we’d been the victims of a plane crash in the Indian Ocean. The plane went down and our bodies were never discovered.


Ren wasn’t wasting any time in taking over the company or settling into a normal human life. Envy snuck its dastardly way though my veins but I stomped it down mercilessly. It had been a long time since I felt jealous of my brother over material things. I could care less about the company. What I needed to know was what was going on with Kelsey.


Scrolling through other headlines and company announcements, I froze when I saw Rajaram Industries Head, Dhiren Rajaram, Takes a Bride! I clicked on the article.


 


Multibillionaire and heir to the Rajaram Industries corporation, Alagan Dhiren Rajaram, is engaged to marry American college student Kelsey Hayes in a ceremony that will take place right here in Japan on August seventh! The wedding will be a private celebration but various VIPs and Rajaram Industry officers have been issued invitations to the couple’s reception, which will take place at the top of the esteemed luxury hotel, the Rajaram Grand Towers, which is owned by the groom.


Alagan Rajaram inherited the corporation upon the death of his grandfather, Anik Kadam, who essentially ran the company through his niece Nilima Mehta. Reclusive and media shy, Anik Kadam was known only to a few of the members of the board, and even they didn’t know that he had grandsons until he introduced them to the company less than a year before his death.


It is unfortunate that just as the Rajaram family was being discovered, the world lost both the president of the company, Anik Kadam, as well as Dhiren’s co-heir and younger brother, Sohan Kishan Rajaram, but as Nilima Mehta, acting president, states, ‘Everyone at Rajaram Industries is waiting eagerly for the handsome young heir to the Rajaram fortune to take his position as president. I, for one, am looking forward to taking a long vacation after he gets settled in. For now, I wish him and his new bride happiness as they begin their life together.’


When we asked how the billionaire bachelor met his future bride, the young Mr. Rajaram joked, ‘At a circus, of course.’ Perhaps one day we’ll be lucky enough to hear the real story of how an unknown American girl-next-door was able to take this catch of the decade off the matrimony market.


We, too, wish them luck and a happy union and hope that their newfound contentment in each other will offset the grief of losing a brother and a most honored ancestor!


 


I sat back in the chair quietly absorbing the news of Ren and Kelsey’s impending wedding. This time I let the jealousy I felt run rampant. Not only was Ren gifted with humanity but he got my girl too. And me? I got to run around the jungle with my tail between my legs.


It wasn’t that I didn’t expect him to propose to Kelsey. I knew Ren loved her and I had asked him to take care of her. It was just so soon. They were marrying less than two months after they returned. Had she forgotten me that quickly? Was she happy? The fact that maybe she felt she didn’t have any other options came to my mind. I fixated on the idea and didn’t let it go.


My thoughts were so set on Kelsey that I didn’t even hear Anamika approach.


‘What it is, Kishan?’ she asked softly as she placed her hand on my arm. ‘You are troubled.’


It wasn’t until she came around in front of me and perched on my desk to look me in the face that I acknowledged her presence. Running a hand through my hair, I backed away from her, stood, and went to the window. My hand tightened into a fist and I brought it up to the glass. But instead of breaking it like I wanted to, I rested my forehead against my fist and said brokenly, ‘She’s getting married.’
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Voyeur


‘You mean Kelsey is marrying Dhiren,’ she said flatly.


I nodded without turning and stared at my reflection in the glass. I hadn’t aged in over three hundred years, but my eyes were old, tired. The sting of disloyalty pierced my heart. Even though I knew that Kelsey had never stopped loving Ren, at least not fully, I’d still kept alive the hope that she might have chosen me if she’d had the option.


Again I berated myself for allowing Ren to leave with her. What choice had I given her, really? I’d pretty much thrust her into his arms and said, Have a nice life. I flattened my hand against the sun-warmed window and imagined the power and energy of the yellow light flowing into my fingers. It filled me with a resolve, one I dared not voice aloud, but the idea filled my mind.


I thought of the young version of Kelsey and knew she’d seen something in me even then. She’d believed I was her protector, relied on me entirely. She had needed someone then, just as I had needed her to bring me from the darkness into the light. Kelsey never gave up on me, and one thing was certain, I wasn’t about to give up on her or just leave her to her fate. I needed to know if marrying Ren was something she really wanted to do or if she was just taking the easy road.


Anamika interrupted my thoughts. ‘She is marrying Dhiren, isn’t she?’


I rubbed my jaw before replying. ‘We’ll see.’ Determination rushed through my blood and spurred me to action. Spinning, I grabbed her arm and said, ‘It’s time to go.’


Wrenching her arm from my grasp, Anamika backed away, eyes blazing fury. Her hair fell in long sections as my weak effort to contain it failed. She looked beautiful, like a goddess shedding her human form. Power rippled from her skin as she narrowed her eyes at me and said, ‘You do not seize me in that manner.’


When I dropped my hand, the anger in her slowly diminished and she lowered her lids so that her long lashes fanned out against her cheeks. More quietly, she added, ‘No man does.’


‘I . . . I’m sorry, Goddess.’ An emotion radiated from Anamika, one I’d never sensed in her before. Embarrassment . . . shame . . . with a twinge of . . . fear? I drew a step closer and lifted her chin with my finger, gently, so she could move away and break contact at any time. When her green eyes met mine, I said, ‘You do not need to fear me, Ana.’


‘I do not fear you, Kishan.’


‘Then what is it that frightens you?’ I asked.


Her face softened for a moment and it appeared as if she would confess what was bothering her, but then her back stiffened and she closed the emotional connection between us. ‘My past is my own, black tiger. It is something I do not choose to share with you.’


I stepped back and, after perusing her for a moment, nodded. There was something vulnerable about her right then, and I felt an overwhelming urge to comfort her, but the goddess Durga did not want comfort. She didn’t like showing vulnerability either. That much I already knew.


Ready to leave, I offered her my hand and she took it after only a second of hesitation. She placed her other hand on my forearm as I instructed the amulet to take us home.


When we returned to our stone palace in the mountain, she asked, ‘Why did you choose to materialize in the park and go through the trouble of disguising yourself if we could have simply appeared in your room of glass?’


Rubbing my neck, I shrugged. ‘It was safer to assume they had given my office to someone else, I suppose.’


I could see her mind ticking, trying to understand the full meaning of office and the transitory state of such a thing. ‘I wish to thank you for taking me there,’ she said. ‘I liked walking through the . . .’


‘Park?’ I offered.


‘Yes. Park. I enjoyed the flowers and fountains.’


‘I’m glad.’ Truthfully, a part of me had wanted to walk through the park with the goddess on my arm. I liked the idea of wandering with her through Kelsey’s era, a place where we were unknown. No one there clamored for our attention or lined up with gifts for the goddess. We could just be ourselves. Two people enjoying a leisurely stroll. I’d almost felt content when we were there. Until I learned about Kelsey’s impending wedding, that is.


As I used the scarf to switch from an Asian auditor in a business suit back into my normal black clothes and my own face, Anamika eyed me shrewdly. ‘I do not understand why you needed the information from the picture box on your table. Could you not discover the news of Kelsey’s marriage simply by asking someone or perhaps by listening in on conversations between Kelsey and Ren themselves?’
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