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Dedication

For Aryasura, my (moonlight?) Lotus Prince





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Part One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Part Two

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Part Three

Chapter 33

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Books by Shveta Thakrar

Back Ad

Copyright

About the Publisher





Part One

We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.

—OSCAR WILDE





My mother is a star.

I am half—half of the earth, half of the heavens.

Cut me, and I might bleed silver. My skin is a rich brown, the exact shade of my human father’s skin, but my hair is long and thick and frosted like the moon. In my chest burns a fiery core that beats in time with the music of the spheres, their song deep and layered with dreams.

My mother is a star, one of many bright jewels who sing praises in the skies, who view us from on high. She chose to come down and make a life on Earth, but it wasn’t long before she yearned to go home. Nothing could truly hold her here—not my father’s proposal of marriage, not my birth into the world, not even our nightly dances together in the yard after devouring the dinner my father had cooked, when we’d flee the sink full of dishes to spin and turn, washed in the light of her family above. Our family.

She watches me now from her old throne, one more twinkle in the constellation Pushya, a figure as distant as the characters in the bedtime stories she once loved to tell me. In the evening, I see her clearly, laughing with her companions, radiant. Sometimes I catch rare glimpses of her during the day, when the sky is blue and everything is warm and golden, and it’s almost like having her with me again. Some nights, while the world slumbers, I raise my head to the coal-dark heavens and dream I can even speak to her.

Yet I can’t touch her anymore, can’t go with her to the park, can’t have her take me shopping or hug me or scold me or just be in the same room with me.

My mother is a star, so I can’t do any of those things. Not while she’s in the sky, and I’m down here.

It always felt like a betrayal, but there was something I didn’t see, because I’d been looking at all the wrong parts, all the shadows between the stars.

I didn’t yet know how to find our light.

—FROM SHEETAL’S JOURNAL
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Sometimes keeping secrets was the hardest thing in the world.

Sheetal Mistry decided to make a break for it. Right past the mirrored walls that reflected one another until the swanky banquet hall expanded into infinity—a horribly overcrowded infinity made of noisy kids, successful aunties and uncles, and gossiping grandparents. Everyone watching, everyone talking and laughing.

She waded into the mob. All around her, gorgeous clothes shimmered in rich colors, ornate gold-and-gemstone jewelry glittered and gleamed, and a rainbow of syllables arced through the room. Without trying, she made out Gujarati, Hindi, Punjabi, Tamil, Telugu, and English—the heart of New Jersey’s desi community, all under one huge roof.

Her cousin’s birthday party should have been beautiful, like a glamorous scene from a faerie novel. Instead, it was all too loud, too much. Maybe she could hide in the corridor. Minal would just have to forgive her for vanishing.

She’d taken exactly two steps toward the exit when the Bragging Brigade, a group of the most annoying aunties and uncles ever, descended like hawks on their quarry. “Hi, Sheetal,” said an engineer uncle who started every conversation with the exact same question. “How are your classes? Did you hear my Vaibhav got early admittance to Harvard?”

“And Bijal is a National Merit Scholar!” an oncologist auntie announced. “That will look so good on her college applications.”

Sheetal faked a grin. “That’s great.” Summer vacation had just started, so she didn’t have any classes, and anyway, this was all old news. Oh, why hadn’t she kept running?

The other uncle smiled at her. “Your studies are going well? Still planning on a physics major like your papa?”

Actually, clown college is looking better every day, Sheetal almost shot back. She nodded inanely instead.

“What about your extracurriculars?” Oncologist Auntie cut in. “Now that you’re a junior, have you thought about volunteering at the clinic like Bijal? You need to be well rounded these days.”

“Sorry, Auntie, I was on my way to the bathroom,” Sheetal mumbled. She could feel their judgment clinging to her as she slipped past, sticky as a spiderweb.

The kids they compared her to weren’t any better than their show-off parents. Vaibhav and Bijal had everything Sheetal didn’t, and they knew it. Even now, they held court with their followers at the other end of the banquet hall, snubbing her every time she walked by. They’d written her off years ago after Radhikafoi had caught her in the pool at a community party and dragged her away in front of everyone—chlorine and her hair dye didn’t mix, as her auntie had pointedly reminded her later—and she’d overheard them making fun of her more than once for being shy and boring.

Sheetal wasn’t shy. She definitely wasn’t boring. Of course, she could never show them the truth.

A soft, silvery melody pealed in her ears, stopping her where she stood. She shivered, the seductive tones caressing her spine and making her palms tingle. Her blood heated as something kindled at her core. If light had a voice, this would be it.

Starsong.

She already knew no one else could hear it, and not just because of the strident bass of the Bollywood hits pulsing through the restaurant like an erratic heartbeat. This was meant for her ears alone.

At each note, her skin prickled in recognition.

She forgot the party, forgot the annoying guests, forgot everything but a yearning to step outside and greet the late June night sky, to twirl under the endless open expanse of the stars. She would drink it all down in huge, thirsty gulps while their music washed over her and echoed within. . . .

Ring-clad brown fingers snapped in front of her face, followed by a crunchy samosa.

Just like that, the vision evaporated, and Sheetal was back in the banquet hall. Her mouth watered at the scent of the samosa, all spice and fried dough, but the rest of her still ached for the lost starsong.

“There you are.” Minal looked amused beneath winged liner and blue-green eye shadow the same shade as her heavily beaded satin salwar kameez. “Your auntie just asked me if I’m signing up for that PSAT course with you. Does no one understand school let out two days ago?”

“I heard it.” Sheetal reached for the numinous feeling, for the way her veins had lit up, but it was gone. “The song. You know.” She gestured to the ceiling and the open doors at the back of the hall.

It took Minal a second, but then she frowned. “That song? Are you sure?”

“I don’t know.” Sheetal took the samosa and bit into it. “I mean, I think so.”

“How long has it been?”

Trying to remember, Sheetal munched on the spicy potato-and-pea filling. “Good question. Not since last summer?” The sidereal melody had never been so loud before. If anything, she’d always had to focus to hear its strains.

It already felt unreal, like the wisps of dreams left behind upon waking.

She couldn’t blame herself for imagining it, because honestly, who wouldn’t want a distraction from Radhikafoi’s family parties? As always, Dad’s sister had invited everyone she knew. Her neighbors. The stylist who threaded her eyebrows. Even the mailman, like he was ever going to show up. Family, of course, had no choice but to stay the whole time.

Sheetal wiped her oily fingers with a napkin. “Yeah, it probably wasn’t anything.”

“Admit it,” Minal said lightly, “the only song you really care about is Dev’s.”

“Maybe.” Sheetal laughed. Just thinking about Dev still made her all go mushy inside, like a toasted marshmallow.

“You’re doing that dorky smile thing again,” Minal said. She made a face. “How are you two not sick of each other yet?”

The bass-packed music abruptly shut off, and Radhikafoi’s voice boomed from the speakers. A microphone squealed, making everyone jump. “And now for your listening pleasure, a live number from Edison’s own Kishore Kumar, Dev Merai!”

Dev Merai, who was, for lack of a better word, really, really hot, with his longish hair and model’s cheekbones. Dev Merai, who’d only moved from Toronto at the beginning of sophomore year but always had one girlfriend or another—until the Tuesday in March he’d offered Sheetal a cordial cherry and asked if she read any webcomics, because he’d just finished a really good one.

She knew people like Bijal and Vaibhav wondered what he saw in her. But as Dev winked at her from the stage, she couldn’t care less.

He grinned at the crowd, then stepped close to the mike and launched into a Hindi song from a classic movie. It was a little unnerving how much he really did sound like Kishore Kumar, one of the old-time icons of Bollywood music. His voice was rich and melancholy, perfect for romantic lyrics about despondent poets and doomed lovers.

Sheetal closed her eyes and let herself slip into the song. Gods, his voice. It serenaded her, enfolding her until she started to melt like warm chocolate.

She fought to keep her expression neutral, in case Dad was watching—Dikri, no boys until you’re thirty-five! Or, gods forbid, Radhikafoi—Beta, I need to check his astrological chart and his family background and . . .

Dev sailed into the refrain.

It felt like starlight. . . .

No, that was the astral melody trilling in her ears again, beckoning her toward other wishes, other worlds.

Sheetal’s grin wilted. So much for having imagined it. The starsong was back.

It was hard keeping secrets when yours was much bigger than anyone else’s, with their latest crush or the test they’d cheated on or the party they’d sneaked out to or the weed they’d furtively smoked in the park. When your secret was as vast as the constellation you couldn’t help but stare at every night before you went to sleep.

Especially, Sheetal thought bitterly, her eyes open now as the distant strains of starsong grew louder, when that secret was you.

No one in the entire hall said a word, only listened to Dev, enrapt. Even Minal looked impressed. They were probably all pretending he was singing right to them, that his gaze sweeping the crowd saw something special in them everyone else had missed. His eyes were almost dark enough to be black, and if Sheetal hadn’t been trying so hard to ignore the starsong, she might have thought silly things about falling into them. Maybe even about kisses and stealing some.

But the starry melody remained, an undeniable undertone, and her thumb smarted where she’d ripped at the cuticle.

She had to get outside. Had to find out what was going on.

Even before Dev’s last note had died away, the party exploded into applause and cheers and calls for an encore. He shook his head and hopped off the stage, right into an adoring swarm of aunties and uncles.

Sheetal scanned the crowd. No sign of Radhikafoi or Dad. If she kept her head down, she might actually make it out of here without anyone stopping her.

Spice-laden aromas drifted toward them. “Oh, good, food time!” Minal said. “Come on.”

“But—” Sheetal began, just a second too late. A bangle-covered arm had grabbed hers and was towing her toward the buffet, where waiters had finished uncapping the steaming dishes. Even Dev’s admirers were abandoning him to get in line.

As Dev jogged up, Minal asked him, “So how much did you hate that? Having to sing on command like a trained parrot?”

He shrugged. “I’m used to it. You know how showing us off is basically the desi parent Olympics.” His voice turned falsetto with an Indian accent as he rolled his eyes, grinning at Sheetal. “‘Oh, my son, he will be the next superstar!’ Embarrassing, but what you are going to do?”

But Sheetal didn’t know. No one had ever shown her off. And with the astral song competing with the buzz of a hundred overlapping conversations and the thunk, thunk, thunk of the Bollywood bass, not to mention the thudding of her own heart, she couldn’t concentrate. The walls felt like they were getting smaller and smaller, or maybe it was her throat; the playful words she might have said got trapped there on the way up.

She widened her eyes in a way she hoped screamed for help. But Minal was too busy loading her plate with what had to be at least half the buffet to notice. Not knowing what else to do, Sheetal started filling her own plate.

“You really are good,” Minal told Dev, carrying her mountain of food to a nearby table. She grinned wickedly. “I thought you were just boasting.”

Sheetal sat down, too, staring at her meal of fluffy naan, vegetable biryani, aloo mattar, creamy dal makhani, and raita. She could still go chase down the starsong, but now, with Dev watching, all Radhikafoi’s old prohibitions strapped her to her chair as securely as a seat belt. Always blend into the background. Never let anyone suspect what you are.

“You even have your own fan club,” she teased instead.

Dev dropped down next to her, his smile crooked. Sheetal’s stomach turned a series of cartwheels, and every part of her was incredibly aware of his knee pressing against hers. “Some fan club—I can’t even compete with the food.” He found her hand under the table, driving all other thoughts out of her head. “I bet they would have stayed if you’d gone up there.”

“Yeah, right,” she said, hoping he didn’t notice how sweaty her palm was. She never should have told him she sang. “You, though—we should put you on one of those so you think you can sing shows where everybody sucks except for, like, five people, and even then, three of them are just okay.”

Great. Now she was babbling.

“Okay, enough.” Minal leaned forward on her elbows. “Save all that mutual admiration stuff for when I’m not around to barf everywhere. On to much more important things—like the great couch quest! Which, by the way, I’m going to win.”

“You just love funding my comic habit, don’t you?” asked Dev. “Out with it, Sheetal. What’d she say this time?” He shot Minal a sidelong glance. “I’ve got my eye on the new Kibuishi comic, you know.”

“That’s funny,” said Minal, all glittering makeup and arch attitude, “since you’re going to be buying it for me.”

Normally Sheetal would be giggling with them. Some people collected stamps or dolls, even cars. Radhikafoi collected couches. Well, sort of. She’d buy one, decide she hated it after a few days, and return it. And then she’d buy a new one. It was so predictable, Dev and Minal had started laying bets on the reason why three months ago.

But Sheetal still heard the high, sweet melody in her ears, airy as an enchantment, beckoning, beckoning.

“Well?” Minal pressed. “It’s too burgundy, isn’t it? The last one was too blue, so it has to be.”

Dev’s phone buzzed, and he pulled away to type a reply, leaving Sheetal’s knee cold. Lonely. And without something right here on Earth to hold on to. Stupid phones.

She poked him in the shoulder. “Don’t tell me you want to forfeit.”

He smiled an apology. “Sorry, my cousin wanted to know how the song went.”

Minal struck her plate with a spoon, making it ring. “Can we try focusing, people? Preferably before I get old and gray?”

Sheetal took her time scooping up a bite of aloo mattar and chewing the peas and highlighter-yellow potatoes into paste. “The real question is, would my foi be flattered or horrified to learn she has such devoted followers? The kind that place bets on her?”

Minal and Dev turned identical glares her way.

“Quit stalling, Sheetu.” Minal nudged her. “I want to get some rasmalai before everyone eats it all.”

“Bad news, Minu,” Sheetal said with mock regret. “Radhikafoi thought the color was fine. This week’s impending return is because, and I quote, ‘The leather gave me a headache with all its squeaking.’ Guess you’ll just have to enjoy your rasmalai with a nice dollop of disappointment.”

Dev pumped his fist, then held out his hand for Minal’s money. She practically flung it into his palm. “I’ll think of you while I read,” he offered, grinning hugely.

The starry music sounded again, a command where before it had been an invitation. Dev’s laugh fell away; Radhikafoi’s warnings about staying off the radar faded. No matter how weird it looked, Sheetal had to answer. “Speaking of dessert,” she blurted, “I should find Dad. I’ll be back.”

Dev nodded, obviously confused. Before Minal could say anything, Sheetal bolted.

Keeping close to the walls, she followed the insistent strains of song to the exit. What was happening? The music had come and gone over the years, but it had never demanded her attention like this, adamant as an unfed cat, and definitely not when she was in public.

“Sheetal!” a familiar voice called, one that made Sheetal freeze. “There you are, beta. I was just thanking your papa for bringing the cake.” Radhikafoi hastened down the hallway, a category-three cyclone in a hot pink sari. “It looks—”

She broke off in midsentence, her eyes widening.

Before Sheetal could dodge, stubby fingers closed around her chin and yanked it down. She wanted to die. If Vaibhav or Bijal happened to be watching, they’d probably tell everyone at school she had lice.

Her auntie clucked her disapproval. “Dikri,” she whispered in Gujarati, “your roots—” Without pausing, she switched to English, as if that would somehow keep anyone who might walk by from understanding. “Your roots are showing.”

“What?” Sheetal wrenched away even as her pulse sped up. Not possible. She’d just dyed her roots. Radhikafoi was being paranoid. She had to be.

“This is no laughing matter!” Her auntie grabbed the dupatta from around Sheetal’s neck and tried to put it on her head instead. “If someone were to see—”

Sheetal barely evaded her. “Radhikafoi, people are staring.”

“Fine!” her auntie snapped, draping the dupatta back over Sheetal’s shoulders. “But you need to get your condition under control as soon as you get home. We have Maneesh’s engagement party this weekend!”

Sheetal nodded, two thoughts hammering through her mind. Had the dye really not taken? And had anyone else seen?

Oh, gods, had Dev seen?

He kept talking about wanting to hear her sing and writing a song for her. He was way too close to her secret as it was.

The secret that made her blood thrum in time with the heavens.

Maybe she should tie on the dupatta like a headscarf, even if it made her look like a village girl. If anyone saw—if they suspected . . .

This was why, as her auntie always reminded her, she couldn’t let herself be noticed at school, why she could never give anyone a reason to look too closely, why she would always have to hide.

Even though part of her wanted to let it all show.

Another guest came up to Radhikafoi, and Sheetal seized the chance to duck into the restroom across the hall. She met her panicked reflection in the mirror and stared. And stared some more.

It was impossible. She’d dyed her hair a deep, durable, normal black three nights ago. And yet tonight, right at her scalp, were the beginnings of roots.

Shimmering, sparkling, defiantly silver roots.

The fear she’d shoved down welled back up.

What was she going to do if the dye didn’t work anymore? White hair was one thing; some people turned to bleach to get that look. But shimmering silver? Not so much. Nobody’s hair glowed.

It was as if her hair was resisting being disguised.

The silver voices swept over Sheetal again, stilling her thoughts. Her heart leaped in response.

Like an invocation, the melody resounded within her, eerie and ethereal. Only a ceiling, at most a roof, separated her from her birthright. All she had to do was step outside, the music promised, and it would be hers. Her fingers grasped for phantom instruments, primed to dance over newly tuned strings.

Her voice bubbled up in her throat, so close to cresting over her lips.

Someone opened the restroom door. “Sheetal?” Minal called.

The sound of her name spoken over a flushing toilet, unwelcome as ice water, broke the spell, a brutal reminder of where Sheetal was and the roomful of people just outside. She clamped her mouth shut.

“You never came back,” Minal pointed out. Her eyes narrowed. “It’s the song again, isn’t it?”

Instead of answering, Sheetal hugged her. “I’m fine. Thanks for checking on me.”

The final chords of the silvery song lingered on her tongue like a layer of frost, and she rushed to swallow them. They would have to wait. As much as it hurt, she would have to wait.

She pressed her hands to her face, shutting everything out for the span of a couple of breaths. Then she rearranged her part to bury her pale roots, doused the light flickering at her core, and stepped out into the hallway, ready to play at being ordinary again. Just as normal and human as Radhikafoi and Dad and the whole world expected her to be.

Radhikafoi never talked about her sister-in-law, as though silence could scrub the memory from Sheetal’s heart and, more importantly, from her DNA. Her distasteful “condition.” As though what her auntie refused to accept didn’t exist.

But no matter how hard Sheetal tried to hide it, no matter how much Radhikafoi wanted to deny it, she would always be half a star.

Always.
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An hour after fighting off Radhikafoi and faking her way through the rest of the party, Sheetal lay back on the cool grass behind her house. Alone at last—just her, an industrial-size bag of cheese puffs, a rolled-up hoodie for a pillow, a reading light, and a library book.

She turned the page and realized she hadn’t absorbed a single word of the previous chapter.

Oh, who was she kidding? If she wanted to read, she’d be nestled in her bed under a pile of blankets, not in the backyard sneaking glimpses of the stars over the top of her book.

Her inner fire hadn’t ignited like this since before her mother left. She’d thought she was safe—until tonight, when she’d almost started singing in a public restroom. A restroom!

She shuddered and plowed into the cheese puffs. If Minal hadn’t found her in time . . . If Dev had heard her . . .

And her hair! Her own hair had betrayed her.

Why?

Overhead, the stars glittered in their usual patterns. Constellations, asterisms, clusters. The lunar mansions, where the moon’s twenty-seven wives lived. Sheetal traced the faint lines of her relatives’ faces, the flow of their glimmering tresses. As a kid, she’d known all their voices, strung together like pearls in a cosmic necklace. The memory flickered within her, a silver-toned, subtle language that had little to do with human speech.

Twinkling among them, of course, was Charumati. In Sheetal’s eyes, her mother burned more brilliantly than the others in the blue-black heavens, almost too vibrant, too visible.

Sheetal stuffed her face with more cheese puffs and chewed really hard.

If you lopped it off at just the right place, her parents’ romance could be a fairy tale: Charumati, eager for adventure, had abandoned her place in her nakshatra, her royal house, and descended to Earth because she’d thought human lives looked glamorous and exciting. And who had she met there but astrophysicist Dad, who’d made a career out of studying the stars?

He liked to say it was love at first conversation, a love made of inspiration and dreams and enchantment.

In the fairy tale, they met, they married, they had Sheetal, Dad solved a huge problem in his field, and the three of them lived happily ever after.

But life wasn’t a fairy tale, and unfortunately for Charumati, the time when humans believed in magic had passed. Except for a few handfuls of dreamers here and there, mortals had built themselves a new fantasy, a boring one where they already knew everything worth knowing—all empirical evidence and explicitly defined labels. Anything else was foolish superstition and couldn’t possibly exist. There wasn’t room for her mother in a world like that, and so she went home to the starry court.

Leaving Sheetal with nothing but these occasional scraps of melody that both soothed and starved her.

Superstition? Tell that to my hair, she thought, Radhikafoi’s aghast face looming in her mind. She gingerly probed the top of her head with orange-dusted fingers. A strand came loose in her hand, its tip gleaming bright as frost.

How was it silver again? Why was any of this happening? Why tonight?

Her chest pulled as taut as a harp’s strings. She gulped down a breath and trained her eyes on the celestial canopy above her, picking out the various nakshatras. Ashvini. Svati. Vishakha. Satabhishak. Pushya.

As if she’d invoked them, the stars began crooning down their ragas in voices as glossy and polished as a favorite dream. Their essence suffused the sky in light and song. Until she’d first tried to share them with Minal when they were six, Sheetal hadn’t realized that only she and Dad could see the faces in her nakshatra, let alone hear their music. No one else.

The balmy night sky draped dark folds over her like a jewel-studded shawl. She tried to fight its spell, to fight its song, even as the spark at her core flared in acknowledgment.

“Listen,” the stars murmured. “Listen.”

She slowly relaxed, her muscles loosening. The part of her that had never stopped waiting for her mother to return wanted to listen. It had never stopped longing for Charumati’s gentle touch on her head, had never stopped dreaming of her mother’s warm hugs, of her sparkling stories and her shimmering smile. I miss you, Mom.

As Sheetal sank into the starry song, sipping it like silver wine, it spread through her body, illuminating her veins, the secret chambers of her heart. It felt like reaching into lore and legend and yet-untapped reservoirs of dreams. She was close to understanding, so close. . . .

Her hands tingled.

“Nice night,” Dad remarked, jolting her out of her reverie. He’d changed out of his kurta pajama into chinos and a T-shirt. “Saying hi to your mom?”

Sheetal leaped up, her breath coming in gasps. She must not have heard the sliding door.

Normally she loved having Dad around. But right now his easy presence felt jarring, a false note that sent hairline fractures through the delicate spun glass of her link to her constellation—to her mother. The astral melody receded from her grasp.

Without the silvery chimes to keep it at bay, her suspicion came flooding back. Why? she wondered again, feeling the carpet of grass under her bare feet. Why were the stars calling to her? What did they want?

One corner of Dad’s mouth turned up. “Or maybe you’re thinking about somebody else?” He started humming a familiar tune, but deliberately off-key.

Sheetal froze. “Oh, my gods, Dad! Stop!”

Dad mangled a few more lines. “What, you don’t think I sound like Kishore Kumar?”

Her face burned as hot as the new-lit flame inside her. “Can we, I don’t know, not talk about this?”

“But I love this song. Don’t you?” He hummed it again, exaggerating the notes.

“Dad!” If only she could sink into the lawn and disappear the way her appalled eyebrows must have vanished into her hair. “What. Are. You. Doing. Please stop.”

Still keeping a straight face, Dad helped himself to a cheese puff. “Don’t tell me I need to invite the Merai clan over for Scrabble night just to keep an eye on you.”

Sheetal wished she could zip her hoodie up over her face. “Radhikafoi told you, didn’t she.” Not that there was really anything to tell. It wasn’t like she and Dev had been making out in public.

And ew, she did not want to be thinking of making out with anyone while Dad stood two feet away.

Dad chuckled. “No, but you just told me yourself.”

Here came the no-boys, no-dating lecture. But Sheetal knew how to throw him off. As a kid, she would ask Dad what he saw when he watched the heavens, and he always said the same thing: Your mummy.

Tonight, still overwhelmed by the sudden appearance of the starsong, she whispered, “Aren’t you tired of missing her? Mom, I mean?”

“I hear her, dikri,” Dad said simply. “I’ll never be tired of that.”

“How, though?” Sheetal stared at him. “She’s gone.”

“I hear her,” Dad repeated. “I hear her singing. It’s as beautiful as the day we met.”

“I don’t understand.” He’d never told her that before. Her chest tightened in confusion and hurt. Did he hear Charumati more often than Sheetal did?

Dad looked up at the sky, and his gaze went soft. There it was, the murky gray sorrow they’d both gotten so good at keeping from anyone else. “You’re going to be seventeen soon. Growing up.”

“In four days.” Sheetal didn’t know what else to say. Maybe it didn’t matter how much Dad could hear her mother. It didn’t make her not being there any better.

“Chakli,” Dad said, pulling Sheetal to him. “My little chakli. You know I love you, right?” She buried her head in his chest. He smelled like shaving cream and security.

For a minute, she let herself forget that she wasn’t his little sparrow anymore, let herself forget all her questions, all her doubts. She just let herself be in the past, when everything was the way it was supposed to be. Summer days wading into the ocean at Point Pleasant with Dad, but only up to her waist so her hair stayed clear of the salty surf, while her mother knelt on the shore to chat with the seagulls.

Or Friday nights ordering pizza and playing Trivial Pursuit, which Charumati somehow always won. She’d reject the pizza as too greasy, but she couldn’t get enough of human trivia and politics, to the point that Dad took to calling her an undercover spy for the stars.

Of course, all that had screeched to a halt when she left. Though seven-year-old Sheetal had pleaded for Dad to keep playing with her, he’d stashed the game away in a closet and given her biographies instead.

They were mostly about physicists. But it wasn’t like science could teach her how to be half a star.

Or how to keep her stupid silver roots from glowing like a beacon for the entire banquet hall to see. Ugh—she so didn’t want to tell Dad about that, but if she didn’t, Radhikafoi definitely would.

Sheetal stepped back from the hug. “Dad, my hair. The dye—I don’t know what happened.”

“Say what?” he asked, his voice calm. His just collecting data scientist voice.

The story poured out of her. Something like alarm flitted over Dad’s face, but when she looked closer, he was only frowning. “Just try another box. It was probably a bad batch.”

“Yeah, probably,” Sheetal said. Too bad her tingling palms didn’t agree.

Dad had glanced up again to where clouds were rolling in, concealing the stars from his sight, and melancholy spread over his face. After Charumati left, well-meaning aunties and uncles had tried to set him up with other women, insisting Sheetal needed a mother and he needed a wife. He’d politely but steadfastly refused every single potential match. Sheetal knew there would never be anyone for him but her mother.

“Dad—” she began, wanting to reach out but not sure how.

“Almost seventeen. You’re still too young for boys,” he said sternly, cutting her off. “Don’t think I forgot.”

Sheetal’s sympathy dried right up. Gods, he really had no clue. Half the desi kids she knew dated, even if they did it behind their parents’ backs.

But that wasn’t the point. Something bizarre and kind of scary was happening to her, and here Dad had gotten hung up on making sure she didn’t date. “It’s not like Dev saw. No one did!”

Dad shook his head, still staring up into the night. “No, Sheetal. You’re my daughter, and it’s my job to keep you safe. No boys at least until you finish high school, understood? I want you to promise me.”

It was so unfair. Why wasn’t he listening? “Dad!”

Iron entered his words, a warning not to push him any further. “I mean it.”

Sheetal managed not to sigh out loud. “Fine.”

Her heart twisted. Even if he was being totally unreasonable, she hated lying to him.

Dad rubbed his forehead. “Good.”

It wasn’t good at all, and Sheetal really didn’t like how he could be okay with all this. With Charumati abandoning them to fend for themselves. With Sheetal having to hide. She gesticulated wildly at the glittering firmament with its landscape of stars and shades of blue and black, and anger erupted from her like lava. “You can’t wait for her anymore, Dad. You know that, right?”

The second the words were out of her mouth, she wanted to snatch them back.

When Dad spoke, it was clipped. He rolled up the bag of cheese puffs. “Bedtime. For both of us.”

Crap. Why had she said that? It wasn’t as if she meant it. Feeling like a jerk, she chased after him into the shadowed house.

Dad didn’t say anything else until they’d reached her room. “Don’t forget to brush your teeth.” He pressed a quick kiss to her forehead, then disappeared down the hall.

Alone, Sheetal crumbled. The stars blinked through her bedroom window, but their song had gone quiet. She wanted to know what she should do, why her roots were showing, why her own music swelled so urgently against her rib cage, a chorus of shining pewter notes chiming for release.

But Dad couldn’t answer those questions. Only the stars could.


Tossing under her sheets after four movies in a row had all failed to grab her, Sheetal knew the night was toast. Even after she’d put down her tablet, she left the light on. She couldn’t stop thinking of how the starsong had sucked her right in, how close she’d come to . . . something.

Worse, the hole in her heart she’d so carefully cemented over ten years ago was cracking open again.

She tore at the skin by her thumbnail until a drop of blood appeared. I’m not afraid, she told herself, trying hard to believe it. I’m not.

Her gaze wandered over the familiar things in her room: the baby dragon plushie; the desk weighed down with scented candles and clippings of gourmet recipes she’d never make; the turquoise shelves crammed with novels, biographies from Dad, comics from Dev, collages, Post-its scribbled with inspirational quotes, and framed pictures of her with Minal, with Dad, even with Radhikafoi, Deepakfua, and her bratty cousins; the glow-in-the-dark stars Minal had stuck on the ceiling as a joke.

Think about those things, she ordered herself. Count sheep. Whatever. She even tried replaying Dev’s song from the party in her mind like a lullaby. But the astral melody only chimed alongside it in her thoughts, its gossamer strains a perfect score to his lyrics. Her palms tingled, and the flame at her core shot up.

And there goes sleeping.

She reached over and dug her phone out from under a half-read biography about the mathematician Srinivasa Ramanujan. A couple of taps, and Minal’s recording appeared, showing a grinning Dev onstage. As his voice floated from the phone’s speaker, Sheetal’s insides went all bubbly. He was seriously good—good enough to go pro if he wanted. And, okay, it didn’t hurt that he was seriously nice to look at, either.

She texted him, even though he had to be asleep. My dad’s onto us. [image: image] Run for your life!

Us. They were an us. Sheetal still couldn’t really believe it. The memory of him singing to her from the stage would never get old, especially not that wink. Or that knowing smile.

He’d asked her to sing for him. Her mouth grew dry. He’d asked her to sing with him. She never could, of course, but what a delicious daydream. . . .

Her lips were already shaping words, and her fingers ached with the urge to touch the starry music, to conduct it through string and song. The need burned, demanding she feed it. As the pressure built, it felt like she might just go up in silver flames and take the whole house with her.

Sheetal padded back downstairs, past the wall where Charumati’s pictures still hung, and threw aside a floor-length hanging tapestry to reveal a bronze door pull in the shape of a serenely smiling naga. Her mother’s secret room.

Charumati had decorated it to feel like the vast library of the stars, which supposedly contained every story or piece of lore anyone could possibly want, all organized by color and song. It was her sanctuary on Earth, packed with all her old treasures, all her private dreams. The fragrance of wild roses and jasmine wafted out, as if she still waited inside.

But it was Sheetal’s room now. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and stepped through.

She glanced past the rich fabrics and fairy lights lining the walls and the LED cherry blossom tree, past the gilt volumes of folktales and magical texts from around the world, until she spotted the two things she’d come for. The harp, she debated, or the dilruba? Both called to her from their corners, and both rang out brightly, their tones round and full, when Sheetal tested their strings.

Dad had bought the instruments after Sheetal woke night after night singing songs no human knew, when it became clear the music in her blood wasn’t going away just because Mom had.

Sheetal’s throat constricted. How many hours had she hidden here, strumming through her grief, her pain, her isolation—all as bulky and cold as sodden blankets? How many hours begging the night sky to give her mother back?

At least until the day her tears ran dry, the day she’d finally admitted Charumati was gone for good. She’d tried to put it all away. To turn her back on the secret room.

She couldn’t do it, though. Here and there—between homework and sleepovers, dish duty and trips to the aquarium—when that missing part of her got to be too much, she’d sneak in here and explode with all the things she couldn’t say. Couldn’t be.

More embers kindled in Sheetal, silver and hot. Why did she always have to hide?

She picked up her journal, a lined hardback book with an embossed peacock cover, whose pages she’d filled with all the stories her mother used to tell her. Where she’d written out her own pain when it got too big to swallow. But none of that would help tonight.

Why couldn’t she show the world what she could do the same way Dev or Minal or anyone else got to?

The harp, she decided, trading the journal for her tuning key.

Finally, seated on the silk-sheathed daybed, the harp’s carved wooden frame resting against her shoulder and thigh, she started to play.

The air tasted sharp and crisp, sweet with moonlight. Another breath, and music flowed out, tunneling through her fingers, rushing into the strings. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t played in months; her fingers always knew just where to go. She plucked and damped, flipping levers up and down, up and down, melodies swirling through her. Octaves and open fifths, D-sevenths and delicate trills all reverberated through the room and glided out the window, borne aloft on intangible wings.

The music wound itself into her heart, unlocking its passageways, searing away her defenses. It stung, but she refused to stop. She didn’t want to. It felt like miracles, mercury, mysteries—all soaring higher and higher, swallowing everything but her.

She played through the crystalline haze, faster and faster, the strings cutting grooves into her skin. Each new memory was a note, each note a wealth of sound and light. Cooling wonder blossomed from the pain, from her body, until the room was tinted silver.

Her voice, too, rippled forth, first halting, tripping over itself, then finding its rhythm. It dissolved the lump in her throat into words, dissolved her doubts into chords. She played, and she sang.

Sheetal hated how the stars, the sky, owned this part of her. How every time she played or sang, their own melody entwined with hers, underlying it, flavoring it. But she could never hate the music, this power that let her express all the things blazing within.

There was something she hadn’t figured out how to say, about Charumati, about Dad, about herself. There was a story she had to tell, one no one else could.

Someday soon, Sheetal swore, playing even faster, she would keep it from shape-shifting long enough to pin it down.
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The late-morning sunlight, which had made a furnace of her bed, now batted at Sheetal like a kitten’s paw, poking and pestering until she forced her eyes open. Her fingers hurt, the pads sore.

Yawning, she stretched and blinked in the unforgiving sunshine. A splash of black caught her eye. Weird. She twisted to see it better.

Something was wrong with her bed. Ink?

She rubbed her bleary eyes and checked again.

No, not ink.

Her pillowcase looked like a crime scene, if the victim were a can of shoe polish. Black gore splattered everywhere.

This was two-day-old dye, dye that had soaked into her hair and dried, but now stained her pillow, her sheets. Even though there was no way it could be.

Just like her roots couldn’t have been silver last night—but were.

No one can ever know what you are.

Sheetal wobbled into the bathroom and looked right at the mirror. Her stomach clenched.

Every dark, inky drop of the dye was gone, from her roots down to her hip-length, blunt-cut ends. Unlike the diamond flower in her nose, which only glittered when it caught the light, the thick, tangled waves spilling down her back gleamed and dazzled all by themselves. She might have her dad’s skin with its tendency toward blemishes, but this was one hundred percent her mother’s hair.

And it was shining bright for the whole world to see. Alien. Inhuman. Not of this earth. Just like the hair that had once had to be disguised by an expensive wig because it refused to accept dye. The hair that had flashed and flowed when Charumati had cast off the wig and returned to the heavens.

Like mother, like daughter.

Except Sheetal was still here.


Minal held up a lock of Sheetal’s shimmering hair, turning it so silver light scattered across the blue tile of the bathtub, then looked regretfully at her own dye-spattered, plastic-gloved hands. “Are you sure we have to do this? It’s so gorgeous.”

Perched precariously on the side of the tub, Sheetal moaned. Her head hurt. The ratty old towel around her shoulders made her neck itch. Everything smelled—all sharp, corrosive chemicals that burned her nose every time she went through this ritual. No one wanted to skip it more than she did. “Can we please just finish? I’m so tired.”

She didn’t add that it had to work. It had to.

“Sure,” Minal said, reaching for the bowl of raven dye she’d just mixed. “Even though it’s a crime to cover up fairy-tale hair. You’re making me commit a crime, you know. I hope you’re happy.”

Sheetal gave Minal her best side-eye.

“Hey, hold still, unless you want a black ear.” Minal started working in the dye. “I never really saw you like this before, you know. It was always dyed.” She came around to study Sheetal from the side. “Not going to lie; if my hair looked like this, I’d never cover it up.”

Sheetal had never really seen herself like this before, either. She did look pretty. Her mouth turned up in a tiny smile. Dev would love it.

Her smile collapsed in on itself. Except he’d never see it. No one would.

“So,” Minal said, going back to the bowl. “Last night in the bathroom. Care to explain what that was about?”

Busted. Sheetal focused on the butterfly-patterned shower curtain. She should have known Minal wouldn’t let her off the hook.

“You looked like you were about to fly away. What’s going on?”

Longing as deep as the sky—longing to hear the astral melody again, to understand it—lit Sheetal’s cells. “They’re . . . I don’t know. The starsong. It did something to me.”

Minal’s brush paused its careful painting. “What does that mean?”

Sheetal shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Did what, though?” Minal pressed. “That sounds ominous.”

All the things Sheetal wasn’t saying flashed through her mind, one silver spark at a time. Like how the sidereal music had woken something in her bones, and she’d almost completely lost control and given herself up to it. Like how, desperate to reach it again, she’d gone into her secret room and played her harp until it felt like her fingers would fall off.

How in daylight the starsong was thankfully dormant, but every part of her was freaking out.

Just the thought of trying to explain made her want to take a nap right there in the bathtub. “No, nothing like that,” she said quickly. “It— I had to play a lot last night. Like, my calluses are going to have calluses.”

“Do you think it had something to do with your hair?”

“Maybe.” Sheetal winced. “Radhikafoi’s going to kill me if she finds out about it.”

“So don’t tell her.” Minal put the brush aside and sat down next to Sheetal. “You know, sometimes I think your foi looks at you like one of her clients. Like, she couldn’t save them from getting hurt, but she can still save you.”

Sheetal scoffed. “From what, having a life?” Radhikafoi helped battered women escape terrible situations, but as her auntie knew, Sheetal’s home with Dad couldn’t be safer.

“No, I mean she probably feels like she has to make up for your mom leaving.”

“Yeah, well, I never asked her to,” Sheetal pointed out. “Why can’t I have your family? You guys all get along.”

“Have you met my siblings? Just this morning, Yogesh was whining about how unfair it is I get to have a car, but he doesn’t—uh, because he’s thirteen?—and Soni knocked my dad’s coffee all over his shirt. The one he’d just had dry-cleaned.” Minal snorted. “Ordinary. That’s us. But look at you, star princess out of some fairy tale. You’re magic.”

“I guess,” Sheetal said. She definitely didn’t feel like a star princess. She felt like a weirdo, and weren’t fairy-tale heroines supposed to be free of zits and tangles and general awkwardness? Without even trying, Minal had better skin than she did. No split ends from nonstop dye jobs, either.

“Besides,” Minal asked, wistful, “do you really want to be ordinary? Ordinary’s boring. I always wanted magic, and you actually have it.”

You don’t get it, Sheetal thought. Magic isolates you. You’re this misfit who doesn’t belong anywhere, and you want to make it all go away, but at the same time, you crave it, and you can’t help craving it. You’re just stuck.

Minal stood and picked up the bowl again. “Think about it. My mom yells up the stairs or texts me to check on me. Yours sends you starlight.”

Her mom. Oh, man. Sheetal hadn’t let herself even dance around the question of whether Charumati in particular wanted to tell her something. “Can we not talk about this anymore?”

“Okay. But if you ever decide you want to say hi to her in person,” Minal added, her tone cheeky, “don’t even dream of leaving me behind.”

At least that was something Sheetal could answer. She lifted her head enough for Minal to see her watery smile. “Never.”

“You better not.” Minal changed the subject to her latest work in progress, a mixed-media circus cart made from a cigar box and sea glass, and resumed kneading the dye into Sheetal’s hair.

She’d basically finished when Sheetal’s phone dinged with a message from Dev. Just got your text. I’m not big into running. Maybe a leisurely jog for our lives.

I heard that’s really bad for your knees, she texted back. “Ow!” Minal was folding her hair into the plastic cap with a little too much enthusiasm.

“Sorry,” said Minal, not sounding at all sorry. “It’s supposed to be tight. Read the directions if you don’t believe me.”

“Show me where it says you’re supposed to cut off my circulation!”

Sheetal’s phone dinged again. Then we’ll just stroll. Mosey right along.

What if we wander? You can’t go wrong with a good wander.

Wandering could work. Just no shambling—unless you’re a zombie, Dev went on. Anyway, I had this dream last night. I was eating cookies, and you were guarding me with this seriously kickass sword. It shot lasers whenever anyone got too close.

Sheetal felt like she’d broken into two people, one overlaying the other. The ordinary human girl who flirted with her boyfriend, and the bizarre alien girl hiding in the skin of that ordinary girl, frantically pretending everything was fine. Her skin wasn’t big enough for both of them.

But all she typed was, Excuse me??? As a knight, I can do better than guarding Cookie Monster. All he does is eat cookies! Tell your subconscious I want a promotion.

Excuse ME, Dev replied, but you should be honored to have such an important job. Clearly all those people wanted to steal my cookies. Who’s Cookie Monster without any cookies, huh? HUH? [image: image] [image: image] [image: image]

Sheetal hesitated. What she really wanted to say, just as breezily, was, Hey, so guess what? I’m half star, and my hair’s going rogue, and the sky’s singing to me, and I don’t know what to do. Wanna get tacos?

She settled for, I guess I can do my part to prevent that existential crisis. [image: image] [image: image]

All hail Sir Sheetal, champion of Cookie Monsters everywhere.

One side of her mouth lifted in spite of itself. Omnomnom.

So are you going to ask what I did today?

Maybe. I’m still deciding.

You know you want to. [image: image]

Do I? Sheetal made him wait a couple of minutes before typing, Fine, what’d you do today?

I finished my song! The whole thing. It took me all night, but it was like I finally broke through this wall, you know?

I can’t wait to hear it, Sheetal replied, and now she really was smiling.

So come over. No one’s here but me.

An electric thrill ran through her, mixed with guilt. She hadn’t gone to Dev’s house once in the three months they’d been together. Dad would never be okay with it.

But he didn’t have to know, and besides, she really, really didn’t want to obsess about star stuff anymore.

Minal broke into her thoughts. “The moment of truth. Time to wash it out.”

Okay, Sheetal typed. See you soon.

She got up and put her phone by the sink. “Minu, what if it doesn’t work?”

“It will.” Minal gave her a quick hug. “Even if I kind of wish it wouldn’t.” With that, she left Sheetal to the shower.

Even after everything, as Sheetal climbed under the hot jets, she kind of wished it wouldn’t, too.
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Minal’s car idled against the curb in front of Dev’s white colonial house, engine rumbling. All Sheetal had to do was open the door and get out.

All she had to do . . .

Her butt stayed planted in the passenger seat like it had been glued down. “Check again,” she begged for the fifth time.

“Good news,” Minal said, glancing up from her phone. “Your hair’s still black as a politician’s heart. Same as it was five minutes ago.”

The dye had set for real. Sheetal should be overjoyed. Instead, it felt like she was teetering on a seesaw between relieved and regretful. “That’s pretty black, all right. No roots, even?”

“Nope.” Minal gestured with her chin toward the house. “Going in?”

Relieved, Sheetal decided, testing a strand of her undeniably ebony hair. It was lank, dry, and coarse from being dyed twice in one week, and she really did need to take scissors to those scratchy little branches of split ends. But at least they were black scratchy little branches.

So what was she waiting for? “Maybe?”

Minal reached past her to point out the window. “See that rectangular thing there? Between the pillars? It’s called a front door. I know it’s a whole ten steps from here, but you can’t get lost, I promise.”

Sheetal pressed her crimson-stained lips together. Maybe it was stupid, but her palms were sweaty and prickling, and an entire ensemble of butterflies was performing a ballet in her belly.

She had remembered to put on deodorant, hadn’t she? And brush her teeth? Oh, gods, what if she was breaking out—

“Just think, Sheetu,” Minal said, deadpan, “if you don’t get out of my car, starting tomorrow, you’ll spend the rest of the summer stuck in that test prep class, cramming vocab lists under your auntie’s watchful eye and wishing you’d actually gone inside instead of just staring at his house when you had the chance.”

Sheetal sat up ramrod straight at that. She smoothed out the lace-draped aquamarine waterfall skirt Minal had lent her, then reached for her messenger bag.

Smiling, Minal pressed the unlock button. “Go find that boy you like.”


Sheetal swung her legs back and forth on a stool at the island in the middle of Dev’s kitchen, playing tag with the sunshine splashing through the windows while he tinkered with the oven. It was the first week of summer vacation, and she was at Dev’s house. Dev’s house. Just the two of them.

They’d never been alone like this during the school year. A wild sense of possibility bloomed inside her, making her feel bold and shy at the same time.

She inhaled the aroma of vanilla and butter and sugar wandering over from where he stood. “That smells amazing.”

“Yup.” He straightened and turned around, a baking sheet in his hands. “Now you just need a sword.”

Cookies. He’d actually baked
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