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A Note From the Editor
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There is something deeply human about stories.

Long before we built cities, crossed oceans, or carried entire libraries in our pockets, we gathered around fires and kitchen tables. We shared tales of gods and monsters, heroes and tricksters, spirits and creatures that lurked just beyond the edge of the known world. These stories helped us explain the unexplainable, make sense of our fears, celebrate our victories, and remind us that we were never truly alone.

Roots & Rivers was born from that tradition.

Within these pages, you'll find familiar figures wearing new faces and ancient myths retold through fresh eyes. You'll wander alongside gods of old and encounter creatures that have stalked the imaginations of generations. You'll meet cryptids hidden in the shadows, jinn carrying secrets across centuries, and leprechauns guarding more than pots of gold. You'll travel from the marble halls of Greek mythology to places far removed from ancient legends—a bustling call center in the Philippines, quiet rural roads, forgotten corners of the world where folklore still lingers just beneath the surface.

Some of these stories are retellings. Others are entirely new. Yet all of them spring from the same source: our enduring desire to wonder.

One of my favorite things about folklore is how it evolves. Stories are living things. They travel with us, adapting to new places, new cultures, and new generations. Every storyteller adds something of themselves to the tale before passing it on. A myth whispered around a fire centuries ago may become a short story, a novel, a movie, or a family tradition. The details change, but the heart remains.

That spirit is what you'll find in this collection.

As you read, I hope you'll imagine us sharing a cup of coffee or tea together, talking about the stories that shaped us. The tales we loved as children. The legends our grandparents told us. The creatures we secretly hoped were real. The myths that continue to captivate us long after we've grown up.

Whether you're here for ancient gods, supernatural mysteries, eerie folklore, or simply the joy of discovering a good story, I hope you find something that stays with you long after you've turned the final page.

Thank you for joining us on this journey.

So settle in. Pour yourself something warm. And let's follow these roots and rivers wherever they may lead.

With love,

Lucy
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The Girl Who Bargained with the Jinn

Simon Mohsin
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In the rural heartland of Bangladesh — along the silt-heavy riverbanks, beneath the canopy of ancient peepul and banyan trees — the jinn has always been a fixture of domestic terror. Borrowed and blended from pre-Islamic animist traditions and later woven into the region's Islamic folk consciousness, the Bengali jinn is not merely an Arabic import. It is something older, stranger, and considerably more inconvenient.

In the villages of Sylhet, Mymensingh, and the chars of the Brahmaputra delta, the jinn takes up residence in specific trees — almost always the peepul (Ficus religiosa), sometimes the hijol, occasionally an old tamarind with a reputation. It does not merely haunt; it negotiates. Bengali folklore is full of bargains struck with jinn: a farmer promises his firstborn's first tooth in exchange for a good harvest; a mother offers forty nights of silence for her son's fever to break; a young bride whispers a secret into the roots of a peepul tree and wakes up the next morning to find her mother-in-law has forgotten how to speak.

The jinn, in these stories, is always listening. And it always wants something in return – causing one to consider whether the bargain was worth it?

What the folklore rarely addresses — with characteristic narrative modesty — is what happens when the bargainer is smarter than the jinn. When the truths offered are, in fact, carefully engineered lies. When the person kneeling at the tree's roots already knows who is inside it.

This is that story.

The Tree That Remembered Everything

The peepul tree at the edge of Nandanpur had not always been a problem.

For most of Suhana's childhood, it had simply been a tree — enormous, certainly, with roots that had long since cracked the brick boundary wall of the old zamindar's (landlord) property and spread themselves across the lane like the fingers of something that had fallen asleep mid-reach. The village boys dared each other to touch it after dark. The older woman walked past it without looking directly at it, the way you avoid eye contact with a creditor. The imam at the Friday mosque gave it a wide berth and pretended this was coincidental. However, Suhana’s grandfather was the exception. He used to sit under the tree every afternoon enjoying his biri smoking. He even talked to himself. Suhana had tried to come and sit with him but was always scolded away, until she stopped trying.

The villagers had begun to avoid her dadu for this odd behavior, which was scary to the villagers. After all, they all thought that the old man had been talking to the jinn or the jinn had done something bad to the old man. Suhana’s grandmother and Suhana were the only ones who were never afraid of him.

For Suhana sitting and talking under that tree was nothing unusual. She talked to herself too when was thinking. And, the tree had never actually done anything, so far as Suhana could tell.

Until she was seventeen, and her grandfather disappeared.

Dadu had gone to sit beneath the peepul, as he did every evening, to smoke his biri and argue with the sky about the state of the nation. He did not come back for dinner. He did not come back for the next three days. A search party found his sandals at the base of the trunk and his half-smoked biri pressed neatly into a groove in the bark, as if stubbed out carefully, as if he had simply stepped away for a moment and intended to return.

He never did.

The village said the jinn had taken him. Suhana's grandmother wept for a week, then settled back to life with a practicality that the village found unseemly, and Suhana found entirely reasonable. Life was short in Nandanpur. The monsoon came, and the tree grew another three feet.

Suhana thought about her grandfather constantly.

Not because she had loved him excessively — he had been a difficult man, prone to strong opinions and weak apologies — but because she was constitutionally incapable of leaving a problem alone. Her schoolteacher had called it stubbornness. Her mother called it a curse. Suhana called it common sense, and the fact that no one agreed with her only proved her point.

By the time she was nineteen, she had read everything available in the district library about jinn. This was not a great deal — three pages in a book on Islamic cosmology, a pamphlet distributed by a moulana in Comilla, and an unpublished manuscript her aunt had inherited, handwritten in a Bengali so archaic it required guesswork. But she had also listened. For two years, she had listened to every old woman in Nandanpur, had drunk their tea and eaten their pitha, and nodded at their stories. She had catalogued what jinn wanted, how they bargained, and most importantly, what they could not resist.

What a jinn cannot resist, it turns out, is being told the truth about itself.

"It's like a very powerful, very bored magistrate," she told her cousin Rimi, who was the only person she trusted with any of this. They were sitting on Rimi's roof in the hot July evening, watching the peepul's canopy move in the windless air. "It has been sitting in that tree for God knows how long, and the only entertainment it gets is people coming to beg things from it. Every single person kneels at the roots and lies. They say they're grateful. They say they're humble. They say they'll give whatever is asked. And then when the price comes due, they run."

"Because the price is always terrible," Rimi said.

"Because the price is always fair," Suhana corrected. "Which is worse."

Rimi looked at her sideways. "You're going to go talk to it."

"I'm going to go make a deal."

"Suhana—"

"Three truths for three wishes. That's the oldest form of the bargain. You offer what the jinn most wants — honesty — and it gives you what you most need."

"And what do you most need?"

Suhana looked at the tree. The tree, or something in it, seemed to look back.

"I need to know what happened to my grandfather," she said. "And I need whoever took him to answer for it."

Rimi was quiet for a long moment. "What if the answer is horrible?"

"All answers are horrible," Suhana said pleasantly. "That's never stopped me before."

...

She went to the tree at the hour before dawn, which the manuscript had specified as the window of maximum receptivity — the jinn, apparently, was not a morning creature and was therefore slightly off-guard in the pre-dawn dark, in the same way a difficult uncle is easier to manage at the beginning of a party than the end.

She brought no offerings. The old women had said offerings were for supplicants, and she was not here to supplicate.

She sat cross-legged at the base of the tree, pressed her palms flat against one of the enormous roots, and said, clearly and without preamble: "I know you're in there. I'd like to talk."

The tree did nothing for approximately four minutes.

Then the bark directly in front of her face moved. Not dramatically — not a face emerging from the wood, nothing so theatrical — but a slow settling, like a sigh made visible. A sound came, low and resonant, more felt in the chest than heard with the ears.

Most people bring milk, the jinn said. Its voice had the quality of something that had been speaking for centuries and found language increasingly approximate. Or flowers. Or blood, on one memorable occasion.

"I don't want to start a relationship with a gift," Suhana said. "It creates an imbalance."

A pause. You are very young to be this disagreeable.

"I'm told I'm an old soul."

Old souls are usually better at being quiet.

"Old souls who are quiet," Suhana said, "are just ghosts."

Something shifted in the tree. The leaves overhead moved against themselves in a sound that could, if you were determined, be interpreted as amusement.

What do you want, girl?

"Three wishes," she said. "In exchange for three truths."

Everyone wants three wishes, the jinn said, and she could hear in it the specific exhaustion of someone who has been granting the same requests for centuries. Health. Wealth. Love. Always health, wealth, and love, in varying orders of priority.

"Mine are different."

They never are.

"Then the bargain costs you nothing," Suhana said, "and you lose nothing by agreeing to it."

The silence that followed was longer. She had learned, from the manuscript, that a jinn's silence was its sincerest form of attention.

Three truths, it said at last. They must be true. Completely true. I will know if they are not.

"Of course," said Suhana.

And she had been waiting for that sentence for two years.

...

Three Truths, Carefully Assembled

The first truth came easily, because it was the truest thing she knew.

"The first truth," Suhana said, settling her hands in her lap, "is that you are lonely."

The tree creaked. That is not the truth. That is an accusation.

"Loneliness is not an accusation. It is a condition. And yours is very old and very specific." She kept her voice even, academic, as if she were presenting a finding. "You have been in this tree since before the zamindar's wall was built. The inscriptions on the oldest part of the brick are in a script no one in this village can read anymore. You have watched every family in Nandanpur for at least six generations. You know who stole whose land and who married for wealth and dowry or spite, and who drowned their sorrows in the river and was carried downstream." She paused. "And none of them have ever simply sat down to talk to you."

The tree said nothing.

"They come when they want things," she continued. "And when you give them things, they're afraid of you. And when you take things — which is always, always fair, always exactly what was agreed — they hate you. You have been generous and punished for it. You have been precise, and called monstrous for it." She looked directly at the bark. "You haven't had a real conversation in decades. Maybe longer."

The silence stretched.

That, the jinn said at last, is closer to a truth than most people manage.

"Close enough for the first wish?"

...yes.

"Then my first wish," Suhana said, "is for you to tell me everything you know about my grandfather."

...

What the jinn told her took nearly an hour.

Dadu — whose full name was Faizur Rahman, though Suhana had only ever known him as Dadu — had indeed come to the tree. He had come not to be taken, not to bargain, but to confess. He had been coming, apparently, for thirty years. Every evening with his biri. Every evening, talking at the tree the way a person talks to a priest, or a river, or an empty room — not expecting an answer, just needing the words to exist somewhere outside his own head.

The jinn had listened. This was, it explained, simply what it did.

What Dadu had confessed, was not a single dramatic sin but an accumulation of ordinary ones. A bribe was accepted. A brother cheated out of land. A woman he had loved before, and never stopped loving, and never spoke of. A village meeting at which he could have stood up and said a true thing, and chose instead to let a false thing happen to a family who subsequently lost everything.

He had not been taken. He had stayed.

"He chose it," Suhana said. She found she wasn't surprised, which surprised her.

He wanted, the jinn said, to keep confessing. And I was here. And I do not get tired, and I do not judge, and I cannot tell anyone. A pause. He is still here, if you want to know. Not in the way you might hope. He is more like — a habit the tree has developed.

"Can I speak to him?"

He cannot speak back. He is only the shape his confessions made.

Suhana sat with this for a moment. The sky was beginning to lighten at the edges.

"That is the saddest thing I have heard," she said, "and I once listened to my aunt describe her marriage for four uninterrupted hours."

The leaves moved again. Your family has always come to me in the end.

She took a breath.

"The second truth," she said.

...

The second truth was the one she had rehearsed most carefully, because it was the one that was not true at all.

"The second truth," she said, "is that you did not take my grandfather. He came to you. He gave himself over to you because you were the only witness he had ever found, and he could not bear to leave the only place he had told the truth." She paused. "And you kept him. Not out of cruelty. Out of — I don't know. Habit. Loneliness. The same loneliness we already discussed."

She watched the tree.

That is two truths pressed into one, the jinn said. I agreed to three separate truths.

"I know," said Suhana. "I'm offering you a bargain within a bargain. Isn't that interesting?"

Another silence. She had gambled on something the manuscript had mentioned only obliquely: that a bored jinn valued novelty above nearly everything else. That a jinn who had heard ten thousand beggars found one negotiator worth enormous attention.

What is the bargain?

"The second truth covers two facts — that you kept him, and why. I'll call it worth one-and-a-half truths. In exchange, I want one-and-a-half wishes."

There is no such thing as half a wish.

"There is now," she said. "I'm inventing it. Aren't you curious whether it works?"

She heard it then — unmistakably, this time. The sound the leaves made was laughter. Low and old and dusty, like laughter from a room that hasn't been opened in years, but laughter nonetheless.

What, the jinn said, would half a wish consist of?

"My second wish — the full one — is that you release my grandfather from the tree. Whatever form he exists in now. Let him go properly." She paused. "And the half wish is: tell me your name."

The tree went very still.

A jinn's name, she knew, was the most dangerous thing it possessed. It was also the thing it most wanted someone to ask for. To know a jinn's name was power; but to be asked for it — really asked, with interest and not malice — that was something the jinn had not experienced in longer than it could comfortably say.

You don't want his soul released, the jinn said slowly. You already know that whatever is in this tree has no soul to release. You just said that yourself.

"I know," Suhana said quietly. "But I wanted to ask anyway."

Why?

"Because he was my grandfather. And nobody asked."

The tree breathed.

Then it said: My name is Bashir.

...

The name fell into the dawn air and sat there. Suhana did not use it. She did not write it down, though she memorized it with the part of her mind that memorized things permanently and involuntarily, the way a scar forms. She simply nodded, as if a colleague had introduced himself at a meeting.

No one has said that name since I chose it, the jinn said. Approximately three hundred years ago.

"You chose your own name?"

I had no one to name me. A pause that carried in it the specific weight of three centuries. Where I came from, things are named by those who mentor them. I had no one.

Suhana looked at the tree. She thought of her grandfather, sitting at these roots every afternoon with a cigarette, talking into the bark about a life he had partly wasted. She thought of the jinn — of Bashir — listening, year after year, receiving confessions it could never absolve and company it could never keep.

"I'm sorry," she said. She meant it completely, which surprised her.

The third truth, Bashir said. Its voice had changed. Something in it had softened and simultaneously sharpened, the way a person's face changes when they've been found out in something they didn't realize they'd been hiding.

You said you'd tell me three truths. You've told me one-and-a-half, and the remaining one I can already feel forming. It is, said Bashir, with the air of someone who has finally solved a problem they have been given without knowing it, going to be the most dangerous one. For both of us.

"Yes," said Suhana.

Tell it, said Bashir.

But before she could, the bark split.

Not dramatically — not an explosion, nothing so generous as spectacle. A single crack, vertical, running from the lowest root to a height of perhaps four feet, and from within it came a smell that had no right to exist in October: the high, sweet rot of mango blossoms in heat, the smell of a summer long dead. And from the crack came a sound she recognized immediately, despite never having heard it directed at her.

Her name. In her grandfather's voice.

Suhana.

She did not move.

"Dadu," she said. Her voice was steady. She was furious at how steady it was, because some part of her wanted it to break, wanted to be a granddaughter for one unguarded second rather than an investigator. But her voice had evidently decided this was not the moment, and she had learned over years not to argue with her own voice.

You should not have come here.

"I know," she said. "I came anyway."

I told you not to. The voice was wrong — layered, slightly too resonant, as if her grandfather's voice were being played back through something vast and hollow. I told your mother. I told Rimi's mother. I told—

"You didn't tell me," she said. "You never told me anything. That was rather the whole problem."

A silence. Then, from deep inside the crack, something that was almost a laugh and was mostly grief.

You are exactly like your grandmother, the voice said. God help whoever tries to stop you.

"Dida would be appalled by that comparison and you know it."

She would, the voice agreed. And then it changed — the warmth going out of it like a lamp being shuttered. Go home, Suhana. Whatever bargain you think you're making — it is not the bargain that is being made.

She looked at the crack in the bark. "What does that mean?"

But the crack had closed, seamlessly, as if it had never existed. The smell of mango blossoms faded. The tree was a tree again.

She turned to the bark where she knew Bashir to be.

"Was that him?" she asked.

Something of him, said Bashir, carefully.

"Is he warning me?"

He is, said Bashir, warning me.

This was not what she had expected. She sat with it for a moment, recalibrating. "He knows what I'm planning."

He has been inside this tree for two years. He knows everything I know. And he knows you. A pause. He knew you would come. He was, I think, afraid of what you would find.

"What am I going to find?"

Bashir did not answer immediately. When it did, its voice had dropped to something she had to lean forward to catch.

The manuscript your aunt gave you, it said. The one in old Bengali.

"Yes."

Where did your aunt get it?

Suhana frowned. "She inherited it. From her mother-in-law. It had been in the family for — she said generations."

Whose family?

She opened her mouth. Closed it.

The manuscript. The handwriting she had puzzled over, the ink foxed brown with age, the specific archaic construction of certain sentences that she had attributed to regional dialect. She had assumed it was a scholar's account. A folklorist's notes. She had assumed it was about jinn because it was about jinn — instructions, observations, the mechanics of the three-truth bargain laid out with a precision that she had found remarkable and attributed to diligent research.

She had not asked who had written it.

"Bashir," she said slowly.

Yes.

"The manuscript. The handwriting." She pressed her palm against the bark again, not for protocol now but because she needed something solid. "It was yours."

The tree breathed.

I was not always in the tree, said Bashir.

"You wrote it."

I wrote many things. In many forms. Over three hundred years, a person accumulates. Another pause. I wrote that manuscript during a period when I was attempting to understand what I was. What I had become. I had been human once — briefly, a very long time ago — and I found I could not stop trying to document things in the way humans document things, as if writing something down gives you jurisdiction over it.

Suhana stared at the bark.

"You were human."

For approximately twenty-three years. Then I made a bargain of my own. The voice was very dry. I was not as clever as I thought.

"What did you bargain for?"

Time, said Bashir. I wanted more time. I was a young man with too many unfinished arguments and not enough years to finish them. The entity I bargained with was considerably older and more patient than I was. It offered me permanence. A beat. It did not specify the form permanence would take.

Suhana sat with this. The sky was lightening faster now, the birds growing insistent. She should have felt horrified. She found she felt, instead, the specific cold clarity of a person who has just understood the shape of the trap they're standing in — and realized it is larger than they thought, and older, and that they are not the first person to stand here.

"The manuscript was a map," she said. "You wrote instructions for the three-truth bargain because you wanted someone to use them on you."

I wrote instructions, Bashir said, because I wanted someone to find me. And because I knew that the only person who would actually use them — who would come to this tree not in desperation but in strategy — would be someone I could talk to.

"You engineered it."

I placed a manuscript in a household and waited. Three generations later, a girl with her grandfather's stubbornness and her grandmother's contempt for convention read it and began taking notes. Something in the tree's voice shifted — not warmth exactly, but the temperature of long patience finally reaching its end. I have been waiting for you specifically, Suhana. Or someone like you. For a very long time.

She thought about her grandfather's voice from the crack in the bark: Go home. Whatever bargain you think you're making — it is not the bargain that is being made.

He had known. He had been inside the tree for two years, soaking in everything Bashir knew, and he had known that his granddaughter was being steered. And he had tried to warn her, which told her something important: whatever Bashir wanted from this, it was not something her grandfather thought she should give.

"What do you actually want?" she asked. Not the third truth. Not the wish. Just the question, plainly. "Not what you told me. What you actually want from me."

The longest silence yet.

To leave, said Bashir finally. The tree. The bargain-taking. The confessions I cannot absolve. Its voice was very quiet now and entirely without performance. I want to be done. And I cannot leave until someone releases me by name. By full name. By the name I chose and that no one has spoken in three centuries except and your grandfather, inside this bark, every single night for two years in the hope that somehow it would be enough.

Suhana closed her eyes.

Her grandfather had known the name. Had been saying it into the wood, faithfully, nightly, like a prayer in the wrong direction. And it had not worked because a release required not just the name but the choice — the deliberate, fully-informed decision of someone who understood what they were setting free.

Someone who had been maneuvered into position across three generations.

Someone who was, if she was being precise about it, sitting here right now with a great deal of information she had thought she'd gathered herself.

She opened her eyes.

"That," she said, "is a very impressive long game."

Three hundred years, said Bashir, with the ghost of something that might once have been pride.

"And if I release you," she said, "what happens to my grandfather? The shape his confessions made."

It dissolves, said Bashir. Cleanly. He has been held here by my presence as much as his own guilt. When I go — he goes.

"That could be a lie."

It could, Bashir agreed. You have no way to verify it.

It was genuinely impressive. It was also genuinely sad. Which were not, she had found, mutually exclusive.

"You still need me to speak the third truth," she said. "And the third wish."

Yes, said Bashir. The bargain is not complete. I cannot leave until it is.

"And you cannot leave without my consent. My fully-informed consent."

That is the condition of release.

She almost laughed. "So you told me everything — the manuscript, the long game, all of it — because the bargain requires that I know the full truth before I complete it. You cannot trick me into freeing you. It has to be chosen."

Correct.

"That," she said, "is a very elegant trap to have built for yourself."

I was a very thorough young man, said Bashir. It has not always been an advantage.

...

The Lie That Was True

What followed was not the third truth Suhana had planned for two years.

The third truth she had planned was elegant. Rehearsed. A confession of strategic intent designed to demonstrate honesty while still being, in its bones, a performance. She had been quietly proud of it.

She did not deliver it, because Bashir spoke first.

Before your third truth, it said, I will give you mine. The one I did not intend to tell you.

She waited.

I could not have used your granddaughter, said Bashir. The second clause requires a vessel from a specific bloodline — your grandfather's line — because he was the one who opened the channel. Thirty years of voluntary contact. Without him, I have no anchor in your family. And when he chose to stay, when he dissolved into this tree rather than leave, he closed the door behind him. You are the last of his direct line who will ever sit at my roots and feel anything from me at all. The threat about your granddaughter was a lie. To motivate your consent.

Suhana stared at the bark.

"You had one chance," she said. "Me."

Yes.

"And you just told me."

Yes.

"Why would you do that?"

Because, said Bashir, and its voice had in it now something she had no prior category for — something neither warm nor cruel but sitting exactly between the two, like the flat of a blade, the second clause requires real consent. Not consent motivated by a threat I invented. I have been extracting agreement from people under false pretenses for three hundred years. Every bargain, every price, every carefully worded clause that meant something different than what they understood. I am very good at it. A pause. I am also extremely tired of it.

She understood, then, what Bashir actually was. Not a sad creature seeking release. Not a noble prisoner longing for freedom. It was exactly what the old women had always said it was — something malicious, something that had fed on the gap between what people understood and what they had actually agreed to. It had simply been doing it for so long that even it had started to find the taste hollow.

That was not goodness. It was exhaustion. But exhaustion had its own logic, and its own uses.

"Here is my third truth," Suhana said.

"You are malicious. You engineered my grandfather's dissolution. You wrote a manuscript to lure my family to this tree, and you planned to occupy my body without my full understanding of what that meant. Everything sympathetic you told me about your loneliness, about being human once, about wanting something genuine — all of it was true. And none of it was the point. The point was always the second clause." She looked at the bark. "You are not a trapped innocent. You are a very old, very competent predator who has run out of appetite for its own methods. And I am going to agree to your conditions anyway — the three I named, which you accepted — because three hundred years of everything you know is worth a few years of your company, and because a fully-informed yes, bounded by conditions I set, is still a yes, and because you just told me the truth when you didn't have to, which is the only genuinely honest thing that has happened at this tree in three hundred years." She paused. "That is my third truth. I see you clearly. And I'm saying yes anyway."

The bark was entirely still. The birds had gone quiet.

Then Bashir said, without any of the layered resonance of its negotiating voice: No one has ever described me that accurately and then stayed.

"No one else had the conditions in writing," said Suhana. "Shall we finish this?"

Yes, said Bashir. Let us finish this.

...

What the Tree Left Behind

The crack came from everywhere at once — not one vertical line but the whole bark exhaling, a sound like the oldest word in a language no longer spoken. From it came not light but the absence of weight, the sensation of something enormously dense becoming briefly nothing on its way to becoming something else.

Then it was inside her.

Not painfully. Not violently. More like remembering something she had never known — a sudden vast interior, three centuries of accumulated witnessing pressing against the walls of her own mind the way water presses against glass. She felt every confession ever whispered at those roots. She felt the weight of the Hossain family's stolen land, the document number, the filing office in Mymensingh, the name of the clerk who had misfiled it in 1987 on instructions from a man who was now a deputy minister and very much still alive.

She also felt her grandfather.

Not as a ghost. Not as a voice. As a memory Bashir had carried — Dadu at thirty, at fifty, at seventy-one, sitting at the roots of the peepul tree with a half-smoked biri and an argument readied for the sky, confessing the ordinary catastrophes of an ordinary difficult life into the only listener who would not eventually die or leave or need something back. The memory was not warm, exactly. But it was complete. He existed in it the way people only exist when someone has been paying very close attention for a very long time.

She had not expected that. She sat in the October dawn, her hands on the roots of an empty tree, and felt the specific grief of receiving what you wanted in a form you didn't plan for.

Then she stood up, brushed the dirt from her knees, and walked back toward the village.

...

She told Rimi two weeks later, on the same roof from which they had watched the peepul at a careful distance. Rimi listened to the whole account without interrupting, which was unusual enough to be notable.

"So it's inside you," Rimi said, when Suhana finished. "The jinn."

"Bashir. Yes. When I choose to listen, it is — there. Three centuries of everything it witnessed. It has views on everything. Mostly unflattering. It finds the twenty-first century actively insulting."

"Are you alright?"

"I'm considerably more informed than I was a month ago."

"That is not what I asked."

Suhana looked at her cousin. Rimi, she thought, was the only person she knew who asked questions they actually wanted answered.

"I'm alright," she said. "The conditions hold. I can end it when I choose. I haven't chosen yet because I have work to do and Bashir is, whatever else it is, an extraordinary source." She paused. "It doesn't enjoy being called a source. I find that pleasing."

Rimi shook her head slowly. "Your grandfather would have found this alarming."

"My grandfather sat under that tree for thirty years and never made a decision. I think he'd have found it extremely characteristic of me, which is functionally the same as alarming."

Inside her, Bashir said nothing. But she felt its attention — the way you feel a large, watchful animal go still in a room.

...

The Hossain land case was filed fourteen months later. The deputy minister's lawyers described the key sub-district record as inadmissible due to irregular filing. Suhana's lawyer — Rimi's husband by then, who had developed the expression of a man who has made his peace with extraordinary circumstances — produced three additional corroborating documents from the same office, misfiled in three separate locations, in the same month, by the same clerk.

The deputy minister settled. Quietly. Out of court. The Hossain family received not a portion of the land.

On the train home, Suhana felt Bashir stir.

You are pleased, it said.

"Yes."

It changes nothing systemically. He has four other cases structured the same way.

"I know. I have the files."

A silence. Then: You intend to pursue all of them.

"I intend to pursue all of them."

That will take years.

"Yes," she said. "Good thing I have a comprehensive source."

She felt it again — that particular stillness from the interior, the quality of something very old and fundamentally predatory encountering a use for itself it had not anticipated, and finding, against all prior experience, that it did not object.

She looked at her hands in her lap — the same hands that had pressed against those roots in the dark — and thought of Dadu, complete and unedited in Bashir's three-hundred-year memory: difficult, guilty, arriving every evening at the only honest place he knew, staying because he could not face leaving.

He had been afraid of this tree his entire adult life. He had loved it the same way.

She opened the files.

Outside, winter fields ran past the window. Somewhere behind her, in Nandanpur, a peepul tree stood empty at the edge of a broken wall, its roots cracking the old zamindar's brick, its canopy moving in the windless air.

Enormous. Ordinary. Quiet.

For the first time in three hundred years, there was nothing inside it at all.
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Face of Jacks
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Autumn had arrived with its brilliant orange, red, and yellow leaves. Clouds filled the sky, and the wind flew with excitement, chasing a swirling eeriness in the air. A young witch, merely 200 years old, cried quietly while cradling her newborn witchling. Despair flooded through her, for her witchling was born faceless. Unable to look upon her child’s features, the witch was robbed of seeing a smile or a pout or a sparkle in her child’s eye, never to know her daughter’s needs.

It was an ancient curse: witches born during the October new moon, a time when the moon is at its spookiest yet has no face, will too be faceless. While there was no escaping this fate, the young mother did everything in her power to remedy it. In the week since her daughter had been born, she’d studied the ancient texts of her coven, consulted with learned crones and wizards across the county, and cast every spell she could think of, but her precious daughter remained without a face.

The afternoon wore on, yet the mother still cried as she supported her daughter’s tiny head, gently rocking her. Looking beyond her tall cast-iron cauldron topped with bubbles and smoke, the witch peered through her kitchen window. She drifted off in grief, staring at her neighbor’s jack patch outside in a numb trance. A jack-o’-lantern, alive and vibrant on the vine, turned in her direction, catching the witch’s attention with its bright orange smile. 

Rising from her kitchen chair, the witch walked around her giant cauldron to stand in front of the window, smiling back at the jack. She showed her daughter to the jack-o’-lantern, hoping the witchling could sense the joyous jack despite having no eyes or ears or nose or mouth. 

The witch’s heart dropped as the jack’s smile turned to a terrified frown, and it spun around on its vine, away from the witch’s view. Insulted, outrage boiled within her. She snatched the curtains closed, furious at the jack’s rejection of her daughter. Gritting her teeth, the witch paced, seething with thoughts of retaliation. 

After hours of rumination, a wicked idea emerged from her inner turmoil, and the witch rushed over to her spell book—she had a way to get back at the jack while giving her witchling a face! Holding her daughter close to her chest, she ran her long and pointed nails over a page, only to quickly turn to the next one: the spell had to be here somewhere. The witch flipped through the pages, nearly tearing them, until she landed on a trading spell in the chapter on forever curses. 

This was it! This was the type of spell she’d been hoping to find ever since her daughter’s birth—and it might just work. Scaling through the lines with her talons, she muttered the words on the page. As she read, her brows raised with excitement before they plummeted low and straight in concentration. Could she really cast a spell this powerful? Was it right to use such dark, sprawling magic, even if it were for her daughter’s sake? Her mind reeled, and the witch hunched over, peering at the kitchen window as if she could see through the curtains to eye the little jack. 

Laying her swaddled witchling in her black bassinet, the witch stroked the side of her daughter’s head with the large knuckle of her index finger. Then she plucked a hair from her child’s curls, her throat clenching from the absence of tears and crying from her mute, faceless witchling. Into the cabinets the witch went, gliding her knobby fingers along the labels of various glass jars. As the spell book instructed, she grabbed different colored salts, a red kuri squash, and a pipette. 

The witch brought her ingredients over to her cauldron. First, she tossed dashes of the various salts into it. The cauldron hissed, and a puff of white smoke rose from it. Then, she held the single strand of her daughter’s hair over the mixture’s surface, letting the bubbles rise on their own and take the hair from her grasp. She tossed the squash in next, producing a small splash and a subsequent sizzle from the cauldron. Finally, she stirred the pot with her ladle, gazing upon her daughter’s blurry skin, mustering up more tears from her despair. 

After several laps with the ladle, she placed the tip of the pipette to the inner corner of her eye, collecting her tears of excruciation. Thunder crashed outside her home as she recited the words from the spell. With her voice energizing the air itself, lightning flashed violently. Haunting shadows flickered on the walls like long, bony fingers lying in wait. She cackled: the curse was nearly complete. She began stirring the pot again, chanting the last lines of the spell while dropping her tears from the pipette into the cauldron’s fog. 

Rumbling from the great cauldron shook the house, and thunder stormed in the sky again and again. Purples and greens flashed from the foggy cauldron, but then the pot quelled itself and stopped its bubbling. For a long moment, both the house and the sky fell silent. The witch waited, her breathing labored and desperate.

Afraid that the spell hadn’t worked, the witch dropped the last tear from the pipette into the mixture. The cauldron began rumbling again. Another great flash of lightning lit the room, and the solution foamed over, running down the lip of the cast-iron pot and flowing across the floor toward the front door. The witch’s eyes widened, and she jumped out of the way, letting the curse travel at will as the colorful liquid disappeared under the door. She paused, holding her breath as the thunder ceased and the rumbling of her home stopped. Nervous but hopeful, the witch hesitated to look at her child, anxious to see if the spell had worked. 

A high-pitched shriek cut through the air, transforming into a rhythmic cry. The witch rushed over to her witchling, picking her up and cradling her. Soothing the newborn’s cries, she adored her daughter’s beautiful new face. The sight of her child’s little lips, nostrils, nose, eyes, and mouth filled the young mother with joy. 

Bouncing her witchling, she made her way to the kitchen window and opened the curtains, delighted to see a field full of ordinary pumpkins. She smirked, ecstatic that the curse had worked: she had successfully stolen the faces of the jack-o’-lanterns for her daughter’s in return. And, as a forever curse, the spell affected not just the jacks from outside her home, but the faces of all jacks everywhere, and even those that were to come. 

The strange, passing storm drew the farmer from his home so he could check on his crops. He examined his late-season tomatoes carefully, grateful that they were untouched. He did the same with his spinach and corn, but when he reached his jack patch, an eerie shock exploded through him. His jaw dropped in astonishment, and he rubbed at his eyes as if they were playing tricks on him. How had his jack harvest been tainted? Dashing deeper into the field, he began searching his crop for faces, desperate to find at least one jack-o’-lantern still alive on the vine. But all he found were ordinary pumpkins, nothing but pumpkins.

The farmer fell to his knees, bringing his straw hat to his chest, and his breath hitched in his throat again and again. Selling jacks brought in the lion’s share of his income for the season, and without it, his family might go hungry come winter. Trying to think clearly, he kneeled in the dirt for several minutes in a panicked disbelief: he had to make his crop salable again. 

As a plan formed in the farmer’s mind, he collected himself. He stood up, brushed the soil off his knees, and began weaving through the pumpkins toward his shed on the far side of the field. He disappeared into the shadows between the shed’s wooden walls, and soon the clanking of metal tools echoed over the field. 

Re-emerging with a roll-up leather pouch, the farmer selected a pumpkin on the vine and kneeled in front of it. He rolled his leather pouch open on the ground next to him, and he picked up the adult pumpkin, rubbing its skin with his dirt-laced fingers and caressing its grooves. He shrugged his shoulders, as if he already regretted what he clearly needed to do. His fingers floated over his line of assorted knives and chisels before selecting a long, serrated blade. Holding the blade against the pumpkin’s skin, he applied pressure. Orange tears dripped down the pumpkin’s grooves with each tug of the farmer’s knife. 

He cut through the thick rind, periodically wiping the blade on his pants to clear the orange, fibrous strings clinging to the serrated edge. Methodically, he carved a rough face into the pumpkin: two round eyes, a small triangle nose, and a wide and toothless smile. 

The farmer secured his sleeves above his elbows, and he wiped the sweat from his brow onto his forearm before reaching into the pumpkin’s new mouth and grabbing a fistful of guts. The pumpkin’s insides were made up of bright orange strings and mushy chunks, sprinkled with ivory-colored seeds. Retracting his arm, he looked at his slime-covered hand, then sharply jerked the carnage onto the dirt next to him. The farmer rubbed the residual pieces of pumpkin between his fingers, feeling the bits under his nails. Bringing his fingers to his mouth, he tasted the insides of the pumpkin. 

The farmer reached back into the pumpkin, clearing more of its insides, piling the guts on the dirt next to him. Scraping the inner walls with his chisel, he meticulously removed the strings and seeds, being careful to scoop free the insides without puncturing the rind. When he was finished, he stopped to admire his work: the carving was a bit rough, but an imperfect face was better than no face at all. He laid the pseudo-jack on the ground and rolled up his tools, securing the pouch under his arm before rising with the guts in one hand and another pumpkin in the other. He returned to his home for the night, leaving the mutilated pumpkin in the patch with a forced smile. 

Dusk brought with it twilight, and clouds blanketed the sky. Gazing at her daughter’s new face, the witch laid her beautiful witchling down for the night. She looked out onto the field of pumpkins, still glowing with pride over her cunning cure for her daughter’s misfortune. The happy mother retired to her bed, sleeping soundly until dawn. 

Wailing pierced the mother’s heart, and she sprang from her cot, fumbling over to the bassinet. In the dim morning light, she lit the torch secured to the beam of her cottage, and she reached for her daughter. Gasping at her witchling’s partially blurred face, she held the child to her shoulder, comforting her. The spell had gone wrong—the witch was sure of it. But had the farmer’s pumpkins been affected too? She scurried to the kitchen window and slid open the curtains. She peered into the field beyond, gazing at the pumpkins, her daughter’s cries growing ever more frantic.

The witch’s chest heaved as she panted. She spun around in a terrified anger, knocking the henbane off the windowsill and sending it crashing to the earthen floor. She sensed the farmer had done something terrible, but she hadn’t a clue what that might be until her daughter shrieked sharply. The mother watched her daughter’s face blur completely, with the blur removing the witchling’s mouth and her cries. She cuddled the child, trying desperately to soothe her. Unsure of what to do next, the witch returned to the window: the mutilated pumpkin with its artificial face and forced smile caught her eye.

The witch drew the curtain closed, stunned that the forever curse was failing in permanence, especially since the live jacks had not been restored. Her mind spun, and she made her way to her spell book, which was still open to the trading curse. Running her talon along the print on the bottom of the page, she began reading the spell’s warnings and indications. She soon understood what the farmer had done: carving a face into the pumpkin had pulled the witchling’s face away from her. 

Reading the spell’s indications again and again, she came to understand what had gone wrong. The key ingredient to the forever curse the witch had cast was her own tears—tears of excruciation. When the farmer had carved into the pumpkin, it released its own tears of excruciation, granting the pumpkin a face instead of the witchling. As long as a carved jack anywhere in the world bore such a face, the witchling would remain without one. Year after year, until the carved jacks of each season withered away, the witchling would be faceless throughout the fall.

Decades passed, along with many autumns, each holding the same horrifying fate for the growing witchling. The original, live jacks became all but forgotten, and shortly after the leaves began changing color each year, the pumpkin patches swarmed with families. They picked pumpkins off the vines, already planning to carve faces into them. With each artificial, carved jack-o’-lantern, the witchling’s face blurred more and more until it vanished all together—displaced until the carved jacks wilted away at the end of the season. 

Despite the passing years, the mother remained resolved to give her child a permanent face, and through her wily determination, researching, and experimenting, one fall she concocted a powder of looming death—a sly trick! From then on, once her witchling’s skin was fully blurred each year, the witch would sneak out each night as her daughter lay in bed. The witch would fly over all homes with carved jack-o’-lanterns, using her magic broom to cover as many homes as she could in one night. Since witches move differently with time, the mother would visit millions of homes, sprinkling her magic powder over the carved jacks, accelerating their wilting to sooner return her daughter’s face, overcoming autumn’s doom.

The witch did this on her own for more than a century before teaching her daughter how to manage her own fate. From the safety of her broom, flying over the carved jacks from miles above, the growing witchling soon learned to sprinkle the magic powder of looming death on her own. With her face fully blurred and blank, her intuition guided her, and she was able to visit as many homes as her mother. 

But one autumn night, the growing witchling became curious, and she visited a dark home in her town that had many carved jacks on the front porch. She coated her hands with the magic powder of looming death and touched each jack, instantly feeling it wilt as her face formed under her blurry skin. This new tactic for claiming her face was hands-on and personal—collecting her face one jack at a time. 

The witchling became more daring with each year. After she’d wilted carved jacks all across the country, she would use her hands-on approach on the carved jacks in her town. Lurking in the shadows outside their homes, she brought terror to the hearts of the townspeople. Few ever caught site of her—usually only children who easily woke in the night—but tales spread about the faceless witch who skulked outside homes in the evenings of autumn. Over time, many brushed off the rumors as pure fantasy created from children’s imaginations, yet the witchling continued to haunt houses each season, scaring curious children and stealing smiles from carved jacks.

Another century passed, and the witchling grew to a young witch, following in her mother’s broom trail, wilting the jacks of autumn. Growing ever more zealous and eager, the young witch began haunting inside the homes with carved jacks, hoping that someday, somehow, she’d be granted a permanent face. 

One extra spooky night, the type that only exist near the end of October, the bold young witch entered a dark home. She was recklessly searching a hallway for the carved jack that she could feel was hidden in the house when she stopped in her tracks: she’d come face-to-face with a little girl. 

Bolting upright, the young witch froze, anticipating the child’s scream, anticipating fire to be thrown upon her, anticipating all forms of humanly torture. She and the child stared at each other for several moments—breathing, each waiting for the other to make a move. The young witch then kneeled, lowering herself to the height of the little girl, and she smiled at the child with her thin lips. She caught sight of the glowing jack in the living room, and the little girl followed the young witch’s gaze. 

Without exchanging words, the little girl went into the living room as the young witch, uncertain of what was to come, remained kneeling in the hall. With the carved jack in the little girl’s tiny hands, the glowing light from the living room grew closer, soon illuminating the dim hall, lighting up the child’s face. Inching closer to the young witch, the little girl straightened her arms out, presenting the carved jack-o’-lantern. The young witch furrowed her brow at the girl, who responded with a nod. 

Raising her hand of looming death, the witch caressed the carved jack’s face with the large knuckle of her index finger, and she watched as it wilted in
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