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Epigraph

Go by coombe, by candle light,

by moonlight, starlight, stepping stone,

and step o’er bracken, branches, briars,

and go tonight, and go alone,

go by water, go by willow,

go by ivy, oak and ash,

and rowan berries red as blood,

and breadcrumbs, stones, to mark the path;

find the way by water’s whisper,

water rising from a womb

of granite, peat, of summer heat,

to slake your thirst and fill the coombe

and tumble over moss and stone

and feed the roots of ancient trees

and call to you: go, now, tonight,

by water, earth, phyllomancy,

by candle flame, by spirit-name,

by spells, by portents, myth and song,

by drum beat, heart beat, earth pulsing

beneath your feet, calling you home,

calling you back, calling you through

the water, wood, the waste, the wild . . .

—EXCERPTED FROM TERRI WINDLING’S
“THE NIGHT JOURNEY”

    
    
    

    
    
On Rama’s shady peak where hermits roam,

Mid streams by Sita’s bathing sanctified,

An erring Yaksha made his hapless home,

Doomed by his master humbly to abide,

And spend a long, long year of absence from his bride.

Some months were gone; the lonely lover’s pain

Had loosed his golden bracelet day by day

Ere he beheld the harbinger of rain,

A cloud that charged the peak in mimic fray,

As an elephant attacks a bank of earth in play.

[ . . . ]

Longing to save his darling’s life, unblest

With joyous tidings, through the rainy days,

He plucked fresh blossoms for his cloudy guest,

Such homage as a welcoming comrade pays,

And bravely spoke brave words of greeting and of praise.

[ . . . ]

O cloud, the parching spirit stirs thy pity;

My bride is far, through royal wrath and might;

Bring her my message to the Yaksha city,

Rich-gardened Alaka, where radiance bright

From Shiva’s crescent bathes the palaces in light.

[ . . .]

Yet hasten, O my brother, till thou see—

Counting the days that bring the lonely smart—

The faithful wife who only lives for me:

A drooping flower is woman’s loving heart,

Upheld by the stem of hope when two true lovers part.

—SELECTED VERSES FROM MEGHADUTA,

OR THE CLOUD MESSENGER, BY KALIDASA

(TRANSLATED FROM THE SANSKRIT

BY ARTHUR W. RYDER)
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Part One

On the third of the nine nights of Navratri, the celebration honoring goddess Durga, a call as slight as spider silk murmured through the mandir. Most revelers heard nothing, but four-year-old Bhavna eluded her mother’s watchful eye long enough to sneak out of the saturated colors and lively music of garba, past a wild pumpkin patch, and into the night-shrouded woods beyond.

A yakshini swayed there, her lithe frame swathed in a sari of fall foliage. Fire gems tumbled from her fingers, ringed her throat, dotted the licorice-dark tresses twirling down her back. She wove about the trees, her skin the color of a peeled cedar and just as smooth.

The trees, clad in leaves of crackling flame, sported the same gemstones in crimsons, oranges, deep yellows, and purples, the fruit dripping from their branches. Those autumn jewels gleamed beneath the black of the midnight sky, ripe with story.

Bhavna recognized them immediately. Hers was a heart shaped by narrative, as dreamers’ hearts always are, ever eager for new tales.

“Have you come to trick-or-treat?” the yakshini asked. “It is not yet All Hallows’ Eve, and I have no candy for your bucket.”

Shivering in the crisp, woodsmoke-tinged air, Bhavna shook her head.

“Have you come to chase away the old year’s shadows? It is not yet Deepavali, and I have no oil for your diya.”

Again Bhavna refuted her.

“Then why have you come?”

Bhavna had come for adventure, for spells and secrets. For all the things her mother’s fables had hinted were real. The deepest part of her heart thirsted for them. She pointed to the grove of gems. “For those.”

The yakshini looked wary. “Autumn jewels are not for foolish mortal creatures. Begone.”

Bhavna stubbornly continued to point.

“I do like your jhanjhar,” the yakshini allowed. Bhavna promptly unhooked the silver anklets and extended them in offering.

The yakshini considered, long enough that Bhavna grew antsy. She peered at the glittering landscape behind the yakshini, where witchy daayan cavorted, their long hair swinging freely as they hit their sticks together in dandiya-raas. Though they frightened her, with their eerie cackles and frenzied eyes, she still yearned to go to them, to strike her own dandiya against theirs in the fast-paced dance.

“No,” said the yakshini at last. She pointed to the heavens, where even the stars had closed their eyes for the night. “But you see we lack a moon. Bring me one the daayan will not eat, and you will have your jewels.”

In the years that followed, Bhavna hunted everywhere for such a moon. Even as others went to plays and parties, she perused leather-bound books of myths and lore. She filled journal after journal with curiosities: snippets of furtive nocturnal conversations, pressed moonflower petals, half-finished love songs scribbled on coffee-stained napkins. Each night, the daayan screeched invitations in her dreams, and the autumn jewels crooned promises of magic. Something more, something greater than this.

Five-year-old Bhavna brought the yakshini a small wheel of Brie, which the daayan gobbled so fast, she barely saw it happen. In retrospect, that hadn’t been the best decision. Who didn’t like cheese?

Ten-year-old Bhavna brought a picture of the moon cut from a magazine. The daayan shredded it to ribbons and scarfed them down, then complained it tasted of newsprint.

“These things have no substance,” scolded the yakshini, pushing Bhavna back out. “Bring me a moon with meaning.”

Fifteen-year-old Bhavna returned with a lunar lantern, one she liked so much she’d purchased an extra one for herself. This had to be the moon that would illuminate the late-October thicket.

Her heart pounding, she slipped the lamp from its hiding place in the pumpkin patch and hurried toward the trees. Finally she would win the jewels of story and soothe the ache inside.

Yet the clearing was bare. Not a twig rustled, no matter how long she searched; no branch shifted that she didn’t brush against.

They had left her. She had failed.

Eventually, knowing she would be missed at the mandir, she left the moon lantern in the dirt. The toy’s light shone faintly, lost in the gloom.

Bhavna didn’t try again after that, just stayed at the garba each Navratri and gripped her dandiya tightly as she danced, her jhanjhar tinkling about her ankles.

As if the only story that existed was this one.

When the familiar chill stirred her bones in summons once more, twenty-five-year-old Bhavna scarcely dared to believe it.

The forest had faded from brilliant scarlet and pumpkin orange to dried blood and rust, and the leaves had fallen from the trees and crunched beneath her feet. Yet she didn’t mind, not when she’d been given one last chance to prove she understood.

The bhootnis whirled that night amid the trees, the vetalis and rakshasis, too. A bone palace rose up around them, the yakshini in its doorway.

“You took too long,” the yakshini said, her mouth pinched. “But we still want for a moon.”

Bhavna smiled. “I brought you a moon.”

She spread her bag’s contents over the ground. Unfulfilled wishes in crystal bottles, tiny dreams she’d written down on scraps of paper—both hers and others’—and milky moonstones to bind them, all carefully squirreled away in a wooden chest in the hope that one day, they might be needed.

A moon with meaning—her story for theirs.

The yakshini echoed her smile.

Together Bhavna and the yakshini assembled the shimmering bits of unspoken things into a mosaic, plump and lambent with silver light and longing. Once it had hardened, they mounted the freshly made moon on the shadowed-sapphire sky.

In response, a bevy of monstrous women emerged from the trees: daayan, harpies, faeries, apsaras, naginis, banshees, and more. Their beauty, their ferocity, glowed as each gifted Bhavna one autumn jewel. Story upon story soaked into her skin, quenching her thirst.

Then, led by the yakshini, the circle of women raised their dandiya and spoke:

“Welcome, fellow dreamer, to the Sisterhood of the Moon.”

—FROM THE TALES THAT TREES TELL,

A COLLECTION FROM ALAKAPURI AND BEYOND
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The bright green sassafras leaves above Ridhi Kapadia’s head whirled in a sinuous dance with the brisk early-March breeze, whispering secrets to those willing to take the time to listen.

Me, thought Ridhi. She paused, the entrance to her woods a few tempting feet away. I’m willing to listen.

Any other day, she would have dashed through the slight gap in the trees to write in her journal, maybe embellish the words with purple and white crocuses she’d press between the silver-edged pages, with the hope of channeling those secrets.

Any other day, she’d sit nestled in the dip at the base of her favorite sycamore, the one overlooking the trickle of a stream, and fill her lungs with the fragrance of the forest. Daydreams of that scent would swirl through her, dyed in sun-lacquered grass and clover and textured by wonder tales and poetry, and later, at her desk, Ridhi would strive to reimagine it as a wearable perfume for her online shop.

Any other day. But that day, she had an audition to get to.

As she hurried on, twigs cracked under her shoes, and the spongy moss that carpeted many of the rocks and decaying wood did its best to lure her close. Ridhi could picture a thick clump of it pillowed beneath her head, soft and fluffy, perfect for a nap. She’d been too wound up to sleep the night before, her bharatanatyam routine looping in her mind.

A spot had recently opened up on the elite local team run by the lauded Varsha Reddy, and Mummy had wasted no time wrangling Ridhi an audition. Not only would that look good on her college scholarship applications in the fall, her parents had gushed, but Mummy, a former competitive dancer herself, couldn’t wait to see her daughter follow in her stylized footsteps and perform onstage as part of a troupe.

Ordinarily, Ridhi never would have agreed to try out. She had no desire to dance for other people. But one glimpse of Mummy’s hope, and all Ridhi’s defenses had crumbled. Mummy wanted nothing more than for her lonely daughter to find friends and belong, like she had. How could Ridhi let her down?

Her beloved trees must have sensed her frazzled nerves, reviving her, their presence as reassuring as a river of sunlight. If only she could sink into their comforting embrace.

This particular wild grove half a mile from her house had been Ridhi’s sanctuary for as long as she could remember, speaking to her through scattered magic: an acorn hollowed out just enough for a rolled-up clandestine message; a dew-beaded spiderweb shawl an apsara might sling about her shoulders to ward off a chill; even an iridescent blue morpho butterfly that had mysteriously appeared on a bush like a goblin queen’s emissary, nowhere near its native habitat. One day, she was certain, her woods, so reminiscent of the stories of the mythical yaksha kingdom and its marvelous capital city of Alakapuri, would lead her there—the sooner, the better.

Right then, the effect was spoiled by the half-crushed juice bottle someone had tossed into a beautyberry bush, directly below a faded “No Littering” sign. Never mind that the recycling bin was a handy two steps away.

With a sigh, she bent and took hold of the grimy bottle’s peeling label.

“No fair!” a guy’s voice slurred, spooking her. “My turn.”

Ahead, half hidden where the dirt path began, a college-aged couple was sloppily making out. The woman held a can of beer out of the guy’s reach.

“You can’t have it,” she taunted.

When he groped for it, the contents sloshed over his hand. The rest of the six-pack lay at their feet, and as Ridhi knew from experience, the cans would soon replace the bottle.

Ever since the convenience store had moved into the adjoining lot, its customers had taken to treating her woods like a dumpster. Not even her trash walks could keep up with the mess.

Ridhi had tried petitioning the city council to designate this copse as a nature preserve. They’d declined on the grounds that Atlanta already had ordinances in place to protect its famous canopy of trees.

It wasn’t like she disagreed. The local parks were clean and well cared for, and wandering the leafy streets where she’d spent a good chunk of her seventeen years felt like strolling through an arboretum, rich with crab apples and persimmons and loblolly pines that lent sparkle to the dreariest of gray days.

But these were her woods. They always would be.

“Hey!” the guy yelled. “Where’s my wallet? Someone stole my wallet!”

The woman shrugged. “Don’t look at me.”

Tuning them out, Ridhi dropped the discarded bottle into the nearby bin.

Behind her, the boughs rustled once more, shedding leaves as if in thanks.

Her phone beeped. It was Mummy. You’ll be fantastic. Remember to ask after Varsha Auntie’s health. She’s very traditional.

I know, I know, Ridhi texted back, laughing. Mummy had given her that same advice that morning. And the day before. Mummy might actually be more anxious about the audition than she was.

Again the urge to stay put tugged at her, but after a last, wistful glance at the trees and the refuge they promised, Ridhi continued along the street.

Unlike her woods, the trees there were waking from their winter sleep. When the wind blew through their mostly bare branches, she shivered and burrowed deeper into her velvet coat. Hints of the numinous soughed in the lessening of its chill, in the tightly coiled buds that would soon unfurl into verdant leaves and chromatic flowers. She wished she could pluck those hints from the first stirring breaths of spring and dab them on her wrists like one of her natural perfumes.

Mummy and video tutorials hadn’t been Ridhi’s only dance teachers. So had the towering trees, with the graceful arch of their branches, the twist of their trunks, the ripple of leaves like waves of hair blowing back. She battled the impulse to throw down her bag and spin for them, there under the almost-spring sky.

Grasping her pendant of Aranyani Devi, she conjured the picture her mother had painted, of Ridhi astounding a packed auditorium with her skill and poise. It might be a borrowed dream, yet if she angled her outlook just right, she could conform to it, especially as the drive to move, to flow and sway, warmed her like a sample of the enchantment she’d always craved.

The optimism she’d learned long ago to suppress welled up, too, buoyant and so very appealing. Maybe Mummy was right. Maybe when they saw what she could do, Ridhi would find a place among the other dancers. They would take her in, and she would finally be part of something. She’d belong.

That was even worth her dancing for other people.

Reinvigorated, Ridhi sashayed onward.

A glut of cars crowded the curb outside Varsha Auntie’s house. Ridhi made her way through them and up the path to the gray brick rancher. Praying to get through the audition, she rang the doorbell.

A woman in her sixties answered. Her white hair was tied up in a bun as firm as her posture, and a vermilion mark at her hairline matched her practice sari. “Ridhi. Your mother didn’t come with you?”

“Namaste, Auntieji. No, but she sends her pranaam.” Though Ridhi joined her palms and bowed her head as directed, Varsha Auntie didn’t seem to register the formality, let alone be gratified by it.

“Hmm.” She ushered Ridhi into the entryway, which smelled of smoke mixed with ghee and cardamom, like a perfume gone horribly awry. Maybe Varsha Auntie had been cooking sweets but left them to burn on the stove. Ridhi stifled a snort.

She placed her ballet flats in the overflowing rack by the door, under a pair of sandals, and trailed Varsha Auntie through the house.

No, not a house, Ridhi amended, so much as a shrine to Varsha Auntie’s glory days. Dozens of portraits featuring her in thick makeup and gold jewelry, posing with Indian celebrities, covered the walls. Except for her outfits and the celebrities’ faces, they might have all been the same image.

There wasn’t a plant to be seen, no decorations, no hints of any other hobbies or interests. The furniture in the bland living room was a range of grays and beiges, as if Varsha Auntie’s belief in color began and ended with her dancewear. Every blind had been drawn, shutting out the world.

Not the ideal environment, but Ridhi could handle it for five and a half hours of class a week. She wouldn’t think about how actual rehearsals topped out at three or four times that number.

“This,” Varsha Auntie said, “is a place of dance. We see dance; we think dance; we breathe dance. All other concerns remain outside while you are here.”

A tad intense for Ridhi’s taste, but for Mummy’s sake and the sake of the possible scholarship, she nodded.

Varsha Auntie pointed to a bathroom. “In the future, you will arrive in proper attire and ready to begin.”

Ridhi debated mentioning that she’d come straight from school, then decided against it.

In the bathroom, also beige with brown accents, she changed from her purple lace top and rose-embroidered black velvet skirt into a T-shirt and leggings. She quickly wove her loose curls into a braid but balked at removing the rhinestone flower pins; it felt like stripping a tree of its bark.

At least she could keep her golden paayal, she consoled herself. Anklets with tinkling miniature bells were part of any bharatanatyam dancer’s repertoire.

Once done, Ridhi dabbed on the solid perfume she’d named Urvashi in Svargalok, letting the blend based on the apsara, one of the celestial dancers in Lord Indra’s court, boost her with its radiant, uplifting scents of yuzu, green mandarin, blood orange, fresh ginger, neroli, Indian jasmine, ylang-ylang, lemongrass, and green tea. “Be like Urvashi and her sisters,” she instructed her likeness. “You can do this.”

She’d scarcely exited the bathroom before Varsha Auntie herded her down the stairs.

Ridhi’s heart, already thrumming, did a nosedive at the chatter and laughter coming from the basement. No one else was supposed to be there.

But she didn’t have a chance to protest before she was in the studio. It matched the rest of the house, with the exception of the mirrored walls—and the girls in practice saris.

Varsha Auntie’s students from the mandir. Worse, their mothers hovered nearby, worrying their daughters’ clothes and fussing over their hair. Ridhi was the only one who’d shown up on her own, and the only one in leggings.

Her stomach curled in on itself like a doodlebug. The cars outside, the overstuffed shoe rack, and Varsha Auntie’s question. How hadn’t Ridhi realized?

The stern lines of Varsha Auntie’s mouth eased. “My girls are a team. The audition is for a new teammate, so they must be present.”

A team. That made sense, and soon Ridhi would be part of it. Sniffing her wrists again, she did her best to uncurl. She might be inappropriately dressed, she might be alone, but so what?

She’d make Mummy proud and secure a spot on the team.

Her gaze landed on Shreya Prasad.

The flight of fancy crashed. All these years later, it still hurt to remember that she had ever brought Shreya to her woods. That she had stupidly believed Shreya cared.

Sandwiched between two girls on the couch, her mother behind her, Shreya hadn’t yet seen Ridhi. But she would. And then she would be watching, threaded eyebrows high with skepticism. Waiting for Ridhi to fail so she could swan on in and take over.

Varsha Auntie clapped once, and the surge of conversation ceased. “As you all know, we are hosting auditions to fill out our team today. Please welcome Shreya Prasad and Ridhi Kapadia.”

Shreya’s head snapped up at that, alarm washing over her before a smirk obfuscated it. She fixed that smirk on Ridhi.

Ridhi scrambled to respond with indifference, but Shreya was already contemplating her fingernails. Like Ridhi was no competition at all.

Her former friend trying out shouldn’t have been an issue. Ridhi knew she was the better dancer. Unlike Shreya, she’d trained since she was tiny. She’d rehearsed the routine Varsha Auntie had e-mailed her until it had become as habitual as walking. For Shreya, this audition, this class, was at best a whim, another opportunity to hang out with her friends.

Yet Ridhi’s heart refused to still its frenetic drumbeat.

From her position at the front of the room, Varsha Auntie glanced at Shreya, then Ridhi. “Ridhi, why don’t you go first?” She played a melody on her phone, the accompaniment to her choreography.

Shreya leaned over and said something to her friend. Both girls giggled.

Ignore them. Ridhi proceeded to the center of the room and raised her arms over her head, stealing seconds to call up the routine on the screen of her mind. From there, she arranged her hips, craned her neck, and pressed her palms together again in anjali mudra, then splayed her fingers in alapadma, or blossomed lotus, mudra. Her bare feet coasted over the floor.

The sunlight from earlier guided her limbs as she melted into the dance.

“What’s she doing here?” someone stage-whispered, and Ridhi missed a step.

She fought to keep facing forward, but her head swiveled toward the couch anyway.

“I know, right?” Shreya was staring at her with barely veiled contempt, as if Ridhi was the one intruding. “Wasting everybody’s time?”

“Relax.” Shreya’s friend touched her shoulder. “She’ll never get it. You will.”

It didn’t matter how well Ridhi danced or how adept her technique was. They’d already written her off. And, of course, Shreya and her clique all pitched their cutting remarks low enough that Varsha Auntie couldn’t hear them over the music.

Ridhi resumed the sequence, but her movements felt stiff, not inspired and fluid. Too many apathetic eyes weighed her down. Too many oblivious voices waited to dismiss her.

The early-March sunbeams in her chest expanded into the scorching white heat of a July afternoon. This was how it would go. She’d be trapped in this claustrophobic basement three nights a week with girls who would never accept her. They’d talk around her, exclude her from their jokes and stories, never acknowledge her unless they had to. Even the nicer ones. She might have a spot on the team, but she would never be part of it.

The old epithet echoed in her mind. Ridhi the weirdo, who talks to plants and thinks they talk back.

Varsha Auntie frowned. “Is there a problem?”

Yes, Ridhi wanted to say. There is. She shouldn’t have come. Dance was a language, but she spoke the wrong dialect.

It wasn’t too late to salvage the audition. She could still gather herself and show the room what she was capable of. Team morale or not, Varsha Auntie would have no choice but to select her, and Ridhi would learn from an iconic teacher.

Her spirit, however, resisted. Her muscles turned to mud; her fingers, meant to be as dainty as petals, cramped. No, they said, not even for Mummy.

Molding her mouth into a smile, Ridhi completed the sequence, but her performance had as much life as a fallen log, and she knew it. The irony was, she’d still surpassed what Shreya could do.

As if that counted.

“I’m sorry,” she rushed to say, staving off the obligatory fake applause, “but I have to go. My mom’s expecting me.”

Varsha Auntie’s forehead wrinkled. “She is?”

Behind Ridhi, the murmurs had begun, and she wasn’t about to subject herself to them. “Good luck, Shreya. I’m sure you’ll do great.”

Snatching up her things, she bolted.

As soon as Ridhi was outside again, her phone rang. She sent it to voice mail. There was only one person it could be, and she was nowhere near ready to have that conversation.

How in the world was she going to explain this to Mummy?

The fact was, Ridhi would never fit in, because she didn’t belong with other people. She’d learned that when she was twelve, on a multifamily weekend camping trip. Eager to show off what she knew, Ridhi had led the other kids to a patch of wood sorrel and told them they could eat it. She’d asked the plant for permission to harvest its lemony leaves so she could demonstrate, exactly as Mummy had taught her.

Chetan Gopalkrishnan, who had tagged along, asked why.

Fool that Ridhi was, she’d replied earnestly. Plants have feelings, too. Wouldn’t you want someone to ask you?

A sneer had spread over Chetan’s face like powdery mildew, and his gibes had imprinted themselves on her brain. Did you hear that? Ridhi Kapadia thinks plants have feelings! Then his cronies and he had trampled the sorrel. Oh, no; it’s screaming!

Worse still, the rest of the group had slunk away and left her there. No one had told him off, not even Nilesh Batra, who back then might as well have been a second brother to Ridhi. She would have given anything for the earth to swallow her whole like it had Sita in the Ramayana, but she wasn’t a queen maligned by her subjects and unjustly exiled by her husband, and this wasn’t an ancient epic. She was Ridhi, the resident freak, adrift in the wrong world.

She was fine with that, she thought now, picking up her pace. She had her trees. She had her perfumery business with blends like Sitayana, her current go-to scent retelling the Ramayana from Sita’s perspective. And soon—Ridhi was sure of it—she would have magic.

By the time Ridhi reached her front yard, the sun was gliding into the golden hour. The familiar sight of light pouring over the wise old oak tree, as thick as glistening honey, soothed her. She wrapped her arms around the oak’s ridged bark, feeling its slow pulse, and sank right into her favorite fantasy, the one where the tree’s branches settled on her shoulders and stroked her hair. Where it gifted her its wordless guidance.

Where it invited her to leave the mundane realm of human beings behind forever.

With the momentum of the day draining off, Ridhi’s eyelids grew heavy. Still hugging her tree, she dozed.

When she awoke, a branch above her head glowed gold in her vision. More than a rainbow’s worth of gemstone leaves glimmered along the wood—rubies, carnelians, topaz, emeralds, aquamarines, sapphires, amethysts, rose quartz—each meticulously detailed with veins and stems.

Her mouth dried up. As far as she knew, only the Kalpavriksha, the wish tree of legend, the tree that had anointed Aranyani as the protectress of forests, had foliage like that.

Ridhi blinked, and the branch was gone. Her tree was just her tree again.

Beyond it, however, everything had changed.

Her front yard—no, her neighborhood—had given way to a vast and sweeping forest. Like dancers wearing elaborate headpieces, the voluminous trees and bushes boasted a bounty of vibrant blossoms and enticing fruits. Some existed here on Earth, or as her grandmother called it, Prithvi.

Others, though, were impossible colors and textures, dreams made reality. Gold- and silver-plumed larks warbled love songs, their feathers shining ornaments against the boughs. On the horizon, majestic blue mountains pierced the sky. No decay, no disease would dare trespass on this place.

The wealth of greenery wasn’t anywhere she’d been. It was something else, somewhere else.

Ridhi didn’t move, in case she frightened away the vision. Awe lit up her insides, as lush and deep as the golden hour. The yaksha kingdom—could it be?

A breeze redolent with floral essences bore a single leaf toward her. Ridhi opened her palm to receive it. Gradually, inevitably, the cordate leaf came to rest there, striated with the pinks and oranges of sunset and rimmed with gold.

As it made contact with her skin, the forest receded.

Afraid that it, too, would evanesce, Ridhi gingerly rubbed the gleaming leaf between her thumb and finger. Unlike the branch, unlike the forest, it lay there still. Solid. Real.

This had to be the invitation she’d been waiting for. It had to be. And if it was, that meant . . .

Magic, at long last, was coming.
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Nilesh Batra stretched one arm over his head and braced for the bone-jarring stop as his buddy Amar pulled into the driveway. The ten-year-old beige sedan was a punishment—his parents’ hand-me-down after he’d totaled the sporty two-door he’d gotten for his sixteenth birthday—and ran on fumes and duct tape, but Amar still drove like it was a hot rod in a drag race.

“Thanks for the ride, man,” Nilesh yelled over the blaring music. No one loved classic grunge more than Amar, who called it the soundtrack to his life. If it wasn’t loud enough to make the seats shake and his eardrums rattle, he claimed he wasn’t getting the full experience.

“What?” Amar shouted, nodding to the beat.

“I said, ‘Thanks for the ride!’”

Amar reached over and punched Nilesh in the shoulder. “Anytime. Now get out. I gotta go.”

“All right, all right.” Nilesh grabbed his backpack off the floor, which was littered with empty fast-food wrappers and flattened candy boxes. “I’m going.” He flung open the passenger-side door, then glanced back. “Tell your mom I said good luck tonight.”

With a salute, Amar threw the car in reverse and peeled out, tires squealing. So much for his parents’ threat to take it away if he got any more speeding tickets. Oh, well. Not Nilesh’s circus, not his monkeys.

Except it was, because then Nilesh would have to cart Amar and crew around everywhere. He pictured the junk in the sedan’s back seat and decided he wasn’t up for that.

He dug out his phone. It was the usual drama on social media: hard-core fundraising drives for events no one would care about in a month; Katrin Johnson cheating on her boyfriend with another girl; an invitation from Ami Patel to join her physics study group; Chetan Gopalkrishnan ranting that being told not to make raunchy puns in French class infringed on his right to free speech.

Nilesh snickered. What a tool.

His feed refreshed itself. Good old Amar had tagged him in some meme about alligator-headed aliens turning up in local tubs. A few girls had sent selfies. Nilesh untagged himself from the meme and replied to the girls with winks and flame emojis: Hey, how’s it going; Whoa, nice dress; and a Maybe about the study group. It was all so fake, but everyone felt like they had to play the game. What was the point?

Now he was home, though, and he could clear his head, maybe do another sketch.

Nilesh took a long look at the house where he’d grown up: red brick, slate roof, large windows, wheelchair ramp, four-car garage, and more than enough rooms to host extended family during their visits from India. Add in the arbitrary turret on the second floor, and the house had more character than some of the other manor-style homes in the neighborhood.

How much did houses shape the people who lived in them? Who would he have been if he’d grown up somewhere else?

Still thinking, he went inside and kicked off his shoes.

“In the closet, beta!” Mom sang out from the living room. He could tell from her extra-sweet tone that she was on a call. There was no way she could have seen him, but she always knew.

Nilesh stowed his sneakers in the foyer closet and marched toward the kitchen. “I’m getting a snack,” he announced. Their walk-in pantry was always stocked with treats, from Parle-G biscuits to Hot Mix to tubs of peanut M&M’s and bags of chips, ready for the visitors who dropped by a few times a week.

“Sunita went shopping today,” Mom said, joining him. Sunita, their housekeeper and cook, was, as Mom liked to say every chance she got, the sole reason their household didn’t fall apart on a routine basis. “I asked her to get more of that bread you like.”

Nilesh dug through the fridge for some pomegranate juice to blend with his lime seltzer. “Awesome. Thanks.”

“She made you paratha and green bean aloo sabzi for tonight, hungry-mungry,” Mom said. “They’re on the top shelf.”

“You could’ve just left money for pizza,” Nilesh teased. He ducked when she swatted at him. “Are you nervous?”

Nilesh’s and Amar’s mothers were both high-powered corporate lawyers at the same firm downtown, and that night they were being honored with awards, some service thing involving lots of speeches and champagne. It sounded pretty stuffy to Nilesh, but it was a big deal for Mom.

Dad, who’d gotten his own share of awards, was an ophthalmologist and part-time professor at Emory University Hospital. His list of accolades rivaled the list of places he’d taken their family on vacation.

Everyone expected Nilesh to keep up with his power-couple parents, and he would. He was going to be an architect. His older sister, Hetal, was majoring in business at Berkeley. Maybe they could found a start-up together.

“Not nervous,” Mom corrected. “Just finalizing details for our trip.” They were all flying to Hawai’i over spring break. “Think I can pull off a lei?”

“Only if you skip the hula skirt.”

Mom laughed. “I think that can be arranged. Oh!” She put her hand to her mouth. “I saw a fox in the backyard about an hour ago. I hope that doesn’t mean we’re going to start having rodent infestations. Remember when those mice broke in?”

Nilesh slathered a thick layer of hummus over some bread. “Nah, it was probably out hunting for rabbits. When’s Dad getting home?”

“Soon.” Mom’s smile strained at the edges. To her, being anything less than five minutes early was late.

“Did he say anything about scuba lessons?” Nilesh couldn’t think of a better place than Hawai’i to have his first dive. And since Hetal had to stick to shallower water, he’d done some research into accessible snorkeling, too.

Mom fluffed his hair. “You’ll have to talk to him.”

“Come on, Mom. Don’t you want to see coral and pretty fish?”

But she was like a human fortress. “Go start your homework,” she said with a nudge.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Sandwich and seltzer in hand, Nilesh jogged up the stairs.

In his room, he loaded his favorite playlist and inhaled his snack before dropping onto the navy-blue duvet with his laptop. He had to draft an essay for world history and knock out some problem sets for calculus. These days, homework had basically turned into school, part two, and he was not a fan.

By the time Mom and Dad appeared in the doorway a couple of hours later, all decked out for the gala, he’d dumped the books and was strumming a few chords on his bass guitar.

Dad wore one of his tailored tuxedos. Mom had gone for a silk sari in black and green and a green bindi, and she was screwing in one of her gold earrings, which matched her kundan necklace and bangles.

“How nice of you to serenade us, beta,” joked Dad. “Don’t forget us when you’re famous.”

“Ha, ha.” Nilesh plucked another string with his pick, then put down the guitar and texted Hetal. Okay, go ahead and call.

Mom came to stand beside him.

“Hey, Dad,” he said, grinning evilly, “you know what Mom told me? She’s going to try hula dancing while we go surfing.”

“I am?” she asked.

“You said you want to wear a lei, didn’t you?”

“No surgery or depositions in Hawai’i,” Dad said, “so plenty of time for everyone to try a new skill.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Especially underwater—I signed us all up for lessons.”

“Awesome!” Nilesh did a fist pump. He’d known Dad would come through. “It’s going to be so fun.”

Looking pleased with himself, Dad wrapped an arm around Mom’s waist. “What do you think? Am I snazzy enough to tag along with this lovely lady tonight?”

“I guess,” Nilesh allowed. “So corny, Dad.” For old people, they looked pretty good. Not that he’d ever say so.

Mom inspected Dad and adjusted his bow tie. “You’ll do.”

“The only compliment I’ll ever need.” He planted a big kiss on her cheek, and she giggled like someone from Nilesh’s class.

Not cool. Nilesh mimed gagging, then texted Hetal again. Anytime now.

When his phone rang, he couldn’t accept the video call fast enough. “Good luck tonight, Mom!” his sister chirped, blowing kisses at the screen. “You look fabulous.”

“We do, don’t we?” Dad said. He turned to Mom. “Come, my love.”

Nilesh and his phone went with them to the garage, where Dad’s luxury SUV waited. Mom’s stiletto heels clacked on the concrete floor. “Behave, all right?”

“No wild shenanigans where you invite the whole neighborhood over,” Dad put in. “At least not until the weekend. That goes for you, too, Hetal.”

“No promises,” Nilesh said, and consented to a hug from each of them before they drove off. Then Hetal and he made faces at each other.

“So, little brother,” she told him, “wait until you hear about the guy I went out with last night.”

Nilesh settled in for a long conversation. Hetal’s misadventures in dating were always good for a laugh. “Where do you find these losers?”

She rolled her eyes. “You think they were bad . . .”

Raised voices jolted Nilesh out of his sleep. At first, as he blinked gritty eyes in the dark, he assumed Amar, who had the world’s worst handle on time, had texted him. But then he heard doors slamming.

“Will you please calm down?” Dad hissed.

He’d reverted to Hindi instead of the Hinglish they spoke at home. Though Nilesh couldn’t really speak it, he understood what Dad was saying just fine.

“We can get past this.” A pause, then: “Aruna!”

Something was wrong. Very wrong. Before he fully came to, Nilesh was on his feet and heading toward the noise.

“Get past it? I saw her, Dilip.” Mom’s furious voice sliced through the air. “I saw you!”

Nilesh hesitated on the landing. Saw Dad what?

“There’s no need to make such a fuss,” Dad muttered. Keys clattered on the table like he’d flung them.

“Oh, no? Do tell.” Mom’s laugh was horrible. “I’ve kept my mouth shut all these years, always looked the other way, but I’m done now.”

A chill so intense, it could have come from the Arctic, wormed along Nilesh’s spine. Time stretched around him as he shuffled down the stairs.

His parents glared at each other in the yellow hallway light. They were still wearing the same fancy clothes they’d had on earlier, but they looked like strangers. Fun house–mirror versions of themselves. He’d never seen Mom’s expression that hard before or Dad that checked out. The scene was straight from the hammy soap operas some aunties they knew binged on Saturday afternoons.

“I always thought at least you’d be discreet,” Mom spat. “At my own firm! At an event to celebrate me! Do you have no shame?”

Ohhh. Nilesh’s sleep-addled brain finally put the pieces together. This was one of those inane shows. They’d managed to invade his dreams. His parents didn’t talk like that. They loved each other. He just had to pull them out of the studio and into the real world, and the nightmare would end.

“What’s going on?” he asked. He’d reached the bottom of the steps but held on to the banister. “You woke me up.”

His parents turned to him, wrath on Mom’s face, guilt on Dad’s. “Your father,” Mom informed him in stark, icy English, “has been carrying on with a paralegal at a partner firm. He left my awards ceremony to meet her in the hotel lobby.”

Carrying on with? Nilesh almost started laughing, too. What was she talking about? Dad would never do that.

This dream was getting out of hand.

“Dad?” he prompted, since Dad had missed the cue to dive in and set the record straight.

Dad looked away.

It was then Nilesh knew.

In a dream, the floor wouldn’t be hard under his feet. It wouldn’t be anything. No, this was real.

He wanted to run to his room and pretend he’d never woken up, but his body had forgotten how to move.

“Your father,” Mom went on in that ugly voice that didn’t sound anything like her, “has kept his mistress for years now.” She glowered at Dad. “We came to an arrangement for the sake of the family, and until tonight, he had the sense to honor it and keep her away from us.”

Dad, who could have smoothed things over at any second, kept his mouth shut.

Nilesh, more out of it than ever, tried to reconcile these strangers with the touchy-feely couple who’d left for the ceremony a few hours before. He couldn’t. Dad had been cheating on Mom? But why?

It didn’t make sense. His parents adored each other, to the point of being revoltingly goopy about it. They always threw big anniversary parties and went on double dates with their friends. They watched movies while cuddling on the couch and sipping glasses of wine.

We came to an arrangement. Nilesh’s head threatened to blow up. Not just that, but Mom had known? She’d let it happen?

Did Hetal know? Was he the only one who’d bought into the lie of their happy family?

Something crumbled inside him.

“Did you stop for one minute to think about our children and what this would do to them?” Mom’s voice broke. “On my awards night, Dilip. You couldn’t even let me have that.”

Nilesh did his best to imagine himself anywhere else. Anywhere that wasn’t their front hall.

But all he could see was Dad with some strange woman. Kissing her. Pulling back white hotel sheets and laying her down. Nilesh wanted to puke. He wanted to cry.

How could it be true? How?

Dad pinched the bridge of his nose like Mom was giving him a headache. “I don’t know what you want me to say, but it’s late, and I have a course to teach in the morning. I’m going to sleep.”

“Not in my bed, you’re not!” Mom snapped. The loathing in that sentence was brutal enough to suffocate Nilesh, and it wasn’t even aimed at him. “Not in the guest rooms, either. You can take the sofa.”

Dad shook his head. “You’re being ridiculous.”

It was the stupidest thing, but Nilesh caught himself fixating on the fact that they wouldn’t be going to Hawai’i after all. Someone would have to cancel the tickets.

No surfing. No scuba. Never again.

“I’m being ridiculous?” Mom spun on her heel. “Go to bed, beta,” she called to Nilesh as she climbed the stairs.

The click of the bedroom door behind her was so sharp, so final, like an invisible but essential cord had been torn in two.

Suddenly it was Dad and him. Nilesh didn’t know where to look.

“Dad?” he ventured, desperate to banish the silence. Willing Dad to make things right.

“You heard your mother. Go to bed.” Dad disappeared into the living room, probably to camp out on the couch. The overhead light went off, leaving Nilesh in the dark.

He stood there, alone. How would he ever fall back asleep now?
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Two weeks later, Ridhi’s patience had begun to thin like leaves in winter. She’d carried out every ritual to establish communication she could think of: whispering wishes, lighting aromatic candles, and arranging incense sticks and pressed flowers on her altar to Aranyani Devi. She’d brought offerings to her forest day after day, even during a thunderstorm with gale-force winds, scaring Papa so badly he’d nearly grounded her for a year.

And yet the magic kept her at bay.

As the days passed, Ridhi’s certainty that she’d seen the bejeweled branch faded. She’d been out of sorts when she’d dozed off, after all, plus the lore claimed the Kalpavriksha was located up in Lord Indra’s heavenly realm of Svargalok. His devatas had laid claim to it on his behalf during Samudra Manthan, the churning of the cosmic Ocean of Milk, or what modern people called the Milky Way, and borne it to his abode among the stars.

The yaksha kingdom, on the other hand, sat entrenched in the earthly Himalayas, on Prithvi but not of it. It was like conflating Korea and Belize.

In fact, if Ridhi didn’t have the gleaming leaf, she would have thought she’d dreamed the entire thing.

But she did have the leaf, which hadn’t turned up in any of her plant-identification apps or books. No roots had sprouted, either, not when she’d placed it in water and not when she’d tried rooting mix. Unsure what else to do, she’d stored it between the pages of her journal.

Now, seated in the breakfast room with its patterned chairs, curio cabinets laden with potted plants, and walls the gentle blue of flax flowers, Ridhi probed the leaf again. It still hadn’t desiccated.

Letting out an aggravated “Arghhh!,” she buried her face in her arms. She’d spent her life in limbo, pretending not to care when people denigrated her, shrugging off the world’s insistence that wanting more was akin to playing with dolls, a phase to outgrow and cast aside. She was sick of being patient, sick of being scorned for who she was. She didn’t just want more; she needed it.

That was why, once she’d discovered natural perfumery a couple of years ago, she had saved up her allowance for supplies. Like dance, scent was powerful, spinning a story without words, bordering on mystical in its ability to evoke a mood. Ridhi used it to tell the tales of heroines and monstresses from Hindu folklore and mythology. But she also yearned to star in her own story.

Oh, why wouldn’t the magic show itself?

She huffed so theatrically that Mummy, off in the kitchen, heard.

“I take it you didn’t see the good news?” Mummy called as she lifted a pan off the stove. Like a potable perfume, the base notes of vanilla, raw sugar, and rich cocoa had come together to form a warming, chocolaty foundation with a top note of milky comfort. Mummy stirred in the heart note, a capful of rose water. It smelled like a valentine in a cup. “You got your thirty-first review this morning! Five stars, too.”

After selling through her first batch of custom fragrances at a crafts festival, Ridhi had taken the leap and opened an online shop. Hitting thirty-one reviews felt like a milestone, a sign she was moving in the right direction. Strangers liked what she made. But she couldn’t enjoy it, not when she knew where this conversation was really going. “I did see, actually.”

Mummy set two steaming, unicorn-shaped mugs on the table and sat down beside Ridhi. “That’s wonderful! I’m so proud of you.”

Ridhi cupped her mug with consternation, suspecting it for the bribe it probably was. She’d half convinced herself that Mummy would forget about the audition results and they could get back to their upcoming project: that Monday’s trip to a few local boutiques, where they would try to sell her perfumes on consignment.

Which was silly; wishful thinking was the one type of magic Ridhi didn’t believe in.

“I got an interesting phone call earlier,” Mummy murmured, though her casual tone couldn’t disguise how eager she was. “Varsha Auntie. She asked me to tell you again how gifted you are. How the team needs a dancer like you.”

As much as Ridhi loved the insinuation that Shreya’s audition had flopped, she still wished Varsha Auntie would move on. Stalling, she sipped the velvety reddish-brown liquid. The only flavor she could taste was bitter dread.

Mummy blew on her own rose hot chocolate. “You have something special. We all see it.”

“I don’t!” Ridhi protested, though that wasn’t in the least bit true.

Disappointment seeped into Mummy’s next sentence. “She won’t hold the spot for you forever. She’s already been so patient.”

Varsha Auntie really had been incredibly generous, and Ridhi knew it. Yet not even the poison-nullifying horn of her unicorn mug could purify the moment when she’d realized the team would never include her. “Shreya can have it.”

“Shreya? Why should she get to control what you do?”

Ridhi muffled a groan. How was she supposed to explain that this wasn’t about Shreya? It was about her.

Mummy looked more bewildered than ever. “You’re a natural, beti! With training, you’ll be better than I ever was. Why waste that?”

She would never get it. Everyone had always liked her. When Mummy talked to plants, people found it adorable. When Ridhi did, they found her weird. If Mummy had been auditioning, she would have strutted out with the spot and eight brand-new friends, and Shreya would be the one left behind.

“So there’s no chance you’ll change your mind?” A flame of hope guttered beneath Mummy’s question. “You could dance at the mandir on Holi!”

Holi, the spring festival, was both a time of public celebration and the date of their yearly private mother-daughter ritual. That made what Ridhi had to say hurt even more.

“No.” She traced her finger over the chip in the unicorn’s horn. “I’m sorry. I know you were excited. So was I.”

But I’m not like you. I don’t belong here.

“If you’re certain,” Mummy said, her mouth drooping.

Suddenly Ridhi felt like the worst daughter in the world. All Mummy wanted was to see her happy. How could Ridhi fault her for that?

Sliding her chair over, Ridhi cuddled against her mother’s plump softness, breathing in her trademark blend of tuberose and gardenia, which she’d worn every day since Ridhi first made it for her. Mummy rested her chin on Ridhi’s shoulder. “My Ridhi pari,” she said.

They stayed that way for a couple of minutes before Mummy sat back up. “Your cocoa’s getting cold.”

Ridhi took another sip. This one tasted like relief. Maybe rose hot chocolate could be a future perfume. Without meaning to, she sighed.

“What’s wrong?” Mummy asked.

Ridhi wasn’t quite ready to delve into the specifics, but she pointed to the leaf. Mummy loved forests and folklore, too, and she’d been the one to instill Ridhi with respect for plants. “I found this the other day. Do you know what it is?”

“No, but how pretty! Where was it?”

“Near our house.”

Mummy squinted at the leaf. “Such an unusual pattern. Like some stationery I once had. But it would be hard to write on a leaf, I’d bet.”

“Probably easier to read them.” Ridhi touched the leaf, then the page it sat on. “You know, leaves in a book. Ooh, no, like tea leaves!”

“Oh, yes,” Mummy mused. “Divination. Hmm. Now you have me curious!”

The word divination snagged on Ridhi’s memories like a thorn on fabric. She’d heard it before—

Her little brother chose that minute to burst through the mudroom door, pursued by Papa, who had picked him up from soccer practice. “Mummmmyyyyy! Ridhiiiiii!” Kartik shouted. “Guess who made goalie today?”

“Slow down,” Papa called. “Your shoes!” Two thumps answered him.

The scrap of recollection wiggled out of reach, but how could Ridhi be upset when Kartik’s enthusiasm was so infectious? With wide-eyed solemnity, she inquired, “Let me think. You?”

He darted toward the table, hair rumpled, red shirt clinging to him in sweaty creases, high socks streaked with grass and mud, and thrust his overjoyed face in hers. He reeked of eau de soccer player, a scent she would never reproduce. “I kept the other team from scoring three times, and Coach was super impressed.”

“I’m super impressed you remembered to take off your cleats,” Mummy teased. “Good job, my goalie.”

Ridhi affected a sports announcer’s ebullient voice. “Next stop, World Cup!”

Papa touched the small of Mummy’s back, then bopped Ridhi on the
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