
[image: Cover: Sejal Sinha Battles Superstorms, by Maya Prasad, illustrated by Abira Das]


Sejal Sinha Battles Superstorms

Battles Superstorms

By Maya Prasad and illustrated by Abira Das






[image: Sejal Sinha Battles Superstorms, by Maya Prasad, illustrated by Abira Das, Aladdin]






For Commander B:

you inspire me every day

—M. P.

To Ani:

My light in stormy weather

—A. D.
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CHAPTER ONE Professor Cheetah and the Moon Mission


Cardboard boxes have a lot of magic that grown-ups just don’t get. They can turn into anything and take you anywhere. Need a submarine to go to the bottom of the sea? Need a machine to dig to the center of the earth? Need a train to take you deep into a mine filled with crystals?

A cardboard box can do the job.

“Another successful mission!” I said as we landed back on the shaggy rug in my family’s basement.

“Excellent work! I can’t wait to examine my moon samples,” Professor Cheetah said, giving me a high five.

She was the smartest of all my stuffed animals—and my best stuffie friend. She’d been my copilot on our cardboard box trip to the moon, and now she hopped out of the box and took the samples to her laboratory (also known as the toy shelf).

Just then I heard the doorbell ring upstairs. As she always did, my puppy started barking super ferociously. You couldn’t tell she weighed only five pounds, because she sounded way bigger.

“Oof!” said Professor Cheetah. “Does Fluff Monster need to be so loud? I’m trying to concentrate!”

Professor Cheetah took science very seriously. I liked learning how things worked, but mostly went on the missions for the adventure.

Right now, though, I was excited to be back home. Because today was Diwali! My favorite Indian holiday, all about light winning over darkness. We dress up in fancy clothes and make pretty designs with colored sand out on the porch. We light up the house with candles, play with sparklers in the backyard, and eat a huge yummy feast. With plenty of sweets for dessert, too.

Plus, my aunt, uncle, and cousin Mira were coming to celebrate with us. I couldn’t wait! Just one problem. I hadn’t cleaned up the basement even though Mom had told me to. Oops.

I started picking up the pieces of my little brother Abu’s train set since he was “helping” Dad with dinner. Which probably meant making dinosaur sculptures with poori dough. That sounded more fun than cleaning, but when I had complained, Mom had given me that squinty look she got when she was annoyed. The one that meant she might give me some math problems to do. Mom loved assigning extra homework. She thought our teachers didn’t give enough.

I hadn’t gotten much picked up before the basement door opened. My cousin Mira came down the steps, my cookies-and-cream-colored pup following excitedly behind her.

“Hi, Sejal,” Mira said.

“Hi, Mira!” I dropped the train track piece I was holding and ran to give her a hug.

She hugged me back, but then peeked over at my spaceship. “Don’t tell me you’re still playing with cardboard boxes!”
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CHAPTER TWO Grown-Up Mira


That wasn’t what I’d expected her to say—and her words hurt.

“I wasn’t playing with it,” I told her. “I was going on an adventure. To the moon. Come see the samples that Professor Cheetah collected. They’re really cool!”

“Uh-huh.” She rolled her eyes.

Professor Cheetah had gotten very quiet. She did that around grown-ups—and other people who didn’t believe in cardboard box and stuffie magic. But that was strange. Mira loved her unicorn stuffie, and they’d both gone on plenty of cardboard box adventures with me and Professor Cheetah before.

Maybe Mira was sad that I’d gone without her?

“We could go again if you want to,” I offered.

“No thanks,” she said. “We’re kind of old for playing pretend, aren’t we?”

Mira was nine, one year older than me. Lately she’d been acting too grown-up for the stuff we always used to like. Today she even looked grown-up. She was wearing a pink satin lehenga with pretty gold and pink flower designs on the skirt and blouse. Her hair was pulled back into a braid with flower clips. She basically looked like a nine-year-old princess. Meanwhile, I was wearing a faded black T-shirt that said “SCIENCE IS COOL!” with a small rip in the armpit. Mom had told me to change into nice clothes too, but I’d forgotten.

“Our missions are not pretend!” I protested.

I couldn’t believe my cousin was acting like cardboard box magic didn’t exist. Was this some weird thing that happened to you when you turned nine? Because if that was true, I wanted to stay eight years old. I wanted cardboard box magic forever.

“Right.” Mira rolled her eyes again. “Anyway, this place is a mess. Do you need my help to clean up?”

“Don’t tell me you like cleaning now?”
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    That was way too grown-up for me. Had everything about her changed?

She laughed. “Not really. Your mom asked me to help, though. She said cleaning is part of the Diwali tradition.”

“Yeah, the worst part,” I said.

She laughed again. “Pretty much.”

At least we were laughing together. I felt a little better.

“Okay, okay, we’ll clean,” I said. “But after that, let’s do the rangoli.”

Rangoli was what we called the designs we would make on the porch with colored powder. We made them to welcome blessings and good fortune into our home.

“Sure,” Mira said. “Remember the design we made last year? It was so pretty! I have some ideas to make it even better this year.”

“Cool!” I said.

Mira loved art, and I loved hanging out with my older cousin. Diwali was always a blast, but this time I wanted it to be the best ever. Making beautiful rangoli and lighting sparklers in the driveway and eating lots of yummy Indian food—all of it would show her that we could still have fun together.

Even if she didn’t believe in cardboard box magic.
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CHAPTER THREE Barking Away the Hurricane


We were picking up Abu’s train set when the lights flickered off and on. The first time it happened, I wasn’t too worried. But then it happened again.

“It must be the storm outside,” Mira said. “Did you know there was a hurricane warning on the news?”

“Yeah,” I said. “But Mom told me that it was hundreds of miles away, so we don’t need to worry.”

“She probably didn’t want to scare you,” Mira said. “But hurricanes can actually travel really fast. We’ve been learning about them at school. They’re spinning storms that form in the ocean. They’re also called typhoons or tropical cyclones, and they’re powered by warm water.”

“Wait, why do they have three names?” I asked. “They’re really the same?”

“Yep,” Mira said. “The name is just different depending on where they’re formed. Like which part of the ocean.”

“Um. That’s weird.”

“Yep,” Mira said. “I don’t know why scientists are so confusing like that.”

“Scientists can be pretty silly,” I said, laughing.

I thought science was cool, just like it said on my T-shirt. But sometimes Mira and I would joke about scientists because we have A LOT of them in the family. My mom is an astrophysicist (studying stars and planets). My dad works in neuroscience (stuff about brains). Mira’s mom is a software engineer (computer stuff), and her dad is a chemist (um, mixing things together in a tube?).

“Anyway,” Mira continued, “the thing is—hurricanes are pretty serious. They can destroy whole cities.”

I shivered. “Do you think something bad will happen to us?”

“Our parents will keep us safe,” Mira said. “Even if we have to leave town.”

I didn’t like the idea that we would need to leave our house. Or that it could be destroyed. “But what about Diwali?”

Mira shrugged. “If a hurricane is coming, I guess there won’t be a Diwali.”

“What?” I yelled. “We can’t—”

That’s when the lights went off again. Only, this time they didn’t come back on right away. It wasn’t completely dark in the basement, since there were a couple of small windows with a little bit of afternoon light coming in. Even still, it was hard to see in the shadows.

Fluff Monster decided that barking at the darkness would be really helpful. “Woof! Woof! Woof!”

“You can’t scare away a hurricane by barking,” Mira said to Fluff Monster.
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