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      Her earliest memory was the day that she had found her mother’s light.

      When she thought back on it, she would recall the pale blue milky glow. It filled her mind from edge to edge, but with no sense of a source or space around it. The light crept out from behind the edges of an old wooden door. By the time she was nearly twenty years old she had seen the door in her waking life many many times. But still, somehow, it was always a strange and unusual door in her memory, as though it had appeared into her life from some other world. Something about that feeling appealed to her. Her lips would smile and she would think on how many other wonderful new things there might be yet to see in the world.

      It was the door in her mother’s study. As she grew up she had become more and more familiar with the intricately carved whorls that covered its surface and the curled metal work that traced out from the corners and hinges, swirling up into a distinctly organic looking handle.

      She could remember her hand reaching up, a child’s hand, tiny and delicate, stretching for that handle but not being able to quite stretch far enough. In the memory she would imagine that the door was slightly ajar. She had relished the rough wood beneath her fingers as she relived the moment that she had grabbed the side of the door and pulled it slowly open.

      She had been young, perhaps only three years old, and she was not supposed to be in her mother’s room. Normally they kept the door closed, to protect the small light from her curious stubby little fingers, but they must have forgotten on this occasion. It was a wall between her and something new and exhilarating.

      In her memory, the hinges had creaked like the mysterious doors in all the best stories. Sometimes she wondered if it had creaked then in reality, or if the noise was something that she had added to her memories as she grew older. She did know that the door had never creaked since then as far she could remember. A creaking hinge didn’t make sense, the door was well used and therefore well oiled. But still, in her dreams and memories, the hinges groaned.

      Behind the door, the source of the light sat, growing timidly in its little terracotta pot on a table, beneath the glass panels of the cupboard-sized greenhouse that her mother had built to encourage it.

      The plant was surprisingly small, considering how much light it gave off. It was only a few hand-widths tall, and its stem and its vines were as thin and delicate as spider’s-web. A few long, narrow, white petals curved around each other as softly as a summer’s breeze. Two green leaves, as broad and thin as the surface of a pond, moved gently in the breeze of this small girl entering the greenhouse. The petals shone with light and she stared until her parents discovered her and bustled her out of the room. She was not supposed to go exploring, it could be dangerous. In her dreams, she visited the tiny light, and then swam into deeper blacker rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHERE THE FIELDS GROW LIGHT

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Shanti loved going to Temple in Graama, the small village she had lived in all her life. She cherished sitting with her family on the large red cushions that covered the floor and staring up at the spiral of candles that lined the circular walls of the hall then curled into the centre of the domed roof.

      Every week her family would close their store and get dressed in their nicest clothes and then join most of the village in the large circular building, walking through its wide doors and greeting the priest Bratis as they entered. Bratis would always be found in his long white robe at the door while the villagers were entering, offering greetings and enquiring about everyone’s health. Bratis noticed when someone was unable to attend.

      She loved hearing him speak about the Masked God. The Masked God was always unknown, and could be anyone. It watched over everyone and manifested when one person took care of another. Shanti loved the stories that Bratis read from the Writ about times the Masked God had manifested most strongly.

      After the stories, as the adults rose and stretched and chatted with their neighbours, the children would race out of the Temple and play in the fields and wood that lay behind it.

      Taanin, her elder brother, was not good at making friends. He would stand at the side of the fields, watching as the other children ran backwards and forwards from the fence to the wall, shrieking in delight as they twisted to avoid the tag of the chasers.

      Once Shanti had turned around, panting by the fence, one hand on the solid wood to keep herself upright, and watched her brother. He stood at the other side of the field with his skinny arms crossed and curls of his long hair draped over his face. He turned as if to leave, but then turned back and waited.

      “Hey Galan!” she yelled. “Call Taanin to run!”

      Galan was a stocky boy, almost a young man. His cheeks were dark from the effort of chasing the other children, but he turned to look at Shanti and then at her brother. He shrugged then nodded.

      “Alright Taanin! You’re the last one on that side. How fast can you go?” He called, beckoning Taanin into the grass.

      Taanin uncrossed his arms and then clenched and unclenched his fists, as he tried to figure out what to do. Shanti thought he looked like a chicken, nervously looking first one way and then the other, with the same wide open eyes. Then, like a sparrow leaping away from a cat, he darted forward.

      Taanin ran with an awkwardly long gait, and didn’t move his arms as he ran, meaning that he didn’t actually cover a lot of ground as he charged forward. He made one rudimentary attempt to dodge away from the tag of a small girl with a plait that nearly reached her hips before Galan sprinted up behind him and placed a solid tag squarely between his shoulders.

      “Good effort,” laughed the older boy. “Well done!”

      Taanin smiled shyly, pushing his hair out of his face. “Thanks,” he said, though Shanti could barely hear him.

      “Well I’d say that makes it your turn,” added Galan, gesturing to the children leaning on the wooden fence. “Which ones run now?”

      Taanin caught Shanti’s eye and grinned. “All the girls!”

      Without waiting to see what the others did, Shanti leapt forward. She ran as hard as she could directly ahead, trying to get as close as possible to the safety of the far wall before she had to expend energy in avoiding the chasers. Galan had chosen someone else as his target, racing off to her left. Screams from behind her indicated that many of the chasers had chosen other prey as well.

      Taanin was jogging towards her, still in his strangely upright way, and she swerved sharply to the right and twisted away from his outstretched hand. She heard him gasp in surprise. She straightened in her angle, feet pumping and arms swinging. Excitement had her heart pound even harder and she reached forward for the wall, slamming into it hard enough to drive the air from her lungs. Dazed, she turned around and raised an arm.

      Cheers erupted from the boys at the fence, and they moved as one to begin their own charge across the field. Shanti looked sideways down the stones and saw the other successful girls lifting their own hands as well.

      “Good work Shanti,” laughed Taanin as he jogged up next to her. “I was nowhere near you after that dodge.” His eyes were bright and happy.

      She winked at him. “I’m not here to make things easier for you, you know.”

      He smiled again. “Of course not. Thank you.”

      The game continued under the heat of the midday sun.

      As the children grew tired the game would inevitably break up and small groups would splinter away to other pastimes. Many would go home to tea with their families, some would leave to finish the chores that had been put on hold while Temple was in service. Fellbin had tapped Shanti on the shoulder.

      “What is it, Fellbin?” Shanti’s younger brother was too young to take part in the game on the field still, but she could see that he was chafing for a chance to do something now that the older children were splitting up.

      “Can we go into the forest now?”

      The forest around Graama was old and quiet and green. The thick trunks of the trees stood like pillars in a castle from a story, holding up the dark green leaves of the ceiling and permitting occasional columns of sunlight to pierce through. There wasn’t much undergrowth and the paths were well worn. Shanti and Fellbin gathered Taanin with them and began walking towards their favourite place in the forest; the great statue.

      Bratis spoke of the statue sometimes. He said that it was not mentioned in the Writ, but that the statue was so huge that it must have been built to honour the Masked God. The priest would pull his long hair back from his face and look at the children sitting on their cushions as he spoke.

      “Many many years ago, probably even before your parents were children,” he would begin, to the chuckles of the parents. “The people who lived in these lands decided to build a statue in honour of something very important that happened. From my research, I have discovered that there was a king who would travel through all of his lands every year, as he wanted to ensure that all his people were safe and well. When he came to these lands, he found that there was much hardship. So, he ordered wagons and wagons of food to be brought out here and distributed to all the families of Graama, and Baargu. In recognition of this wonderful representation of the Masked God’s care for us all, the people of the villages spent years building a giant statue of him. When it was finished the villagers from both Graama and Baargu could see his face over the top of the forest.

      Of course, that was a very long time ago,” Bratis would finish. “In the years that followed there were storms that pushed at the statue and the hill it was built alongside suffered from slides, and eventually it fell over. But mark you young ones be respectful of that statue. It is a reminder of how we all should try to embody the will of the Masked God.”

      Shanti liked thinking about that story as she and her brother wove around the trees on their way to the statue. She loved hearing about the kindness that the Masked God inspired.

      “Tag!” yelled Fellbin as he slapped Shanti on the back and then ran off between the trees.

      “Uh oh!” yelped Taanin, before he too ran away from her in a different direction.

      “Hey, that’s not fair!”

      The three of them ran backwards and forwards, weaving around the trees and leaping over fallen logs. Sometimes they would hide behind a trunk, holding their breath as they waited for a chaser to pass, then running away with a snapping of twigs and rustle of leaves.

      As they got closer and closer to the clearing that held the statue, the game grew more difficult, as it always did. Instead of simply tagging each other, they would try to tackle their siblings to the ground. Shanti learned how to slide her foot into Fellbin’s way when he lunged at her, turning his own momentum against him and sending him reeling to the ground. She would push Taanin’s arms open when she was ensnared by him, breaking free before he could bear her down.

      Shanti chased Taanin out of the shelter of the trees and into the longer grass of the clearing, grabbing his shoulders at the last moment and thrusting a leg amongst his ankles so that he fell. She landed on top of him, pressing his shoulders to the ground.

      “Got you,” she laughed.

      Her brothers laughed too, Fellbin running over to them and helping them both to their feet.

      The statue sat before them.

      There was a hillside behind the statue and every winter the earth shifted and slid closer to the statue itself. Small mounds were beginning to rise around the waist and shoulder of the statue and one day it was possible that the entire carving would vanish beneath the soil. That would be a long time in the future though. In the meantime, the rock was worn down and smoothed by wind and rain, and birds nested in the higher crevices that remained. The small red flowers that bloomed in the spring like a rash across the statue’s skin were absent now as winter approached, but the green lines of their vines still crisscrossed its surface.

      It truly was gigantic. Although it no longer stood proudly as Bratis insisted it once had, the face was still mostly recognisable. It had large kind looking eyes, and a sharp nose over a bushy moustache. There was no crown on the head, which always made Shanti wonder if Bratis might be mistaken about it being a statue of a king.

      Shanti wanted to believe him, but as she spent days playing on the statue with her brothers, she had to admit that she thought Bratis might be wrong. The statue wore no crown, and did not appear to be clothed or armoured in a way that would mean it was a king. It had been exposed to the weather so long that the lack of detail may simply have been caused by wind and rain smoothing the surface of the statue. Perhaps it had once worn finery suitable for such a figure. Shanti held on to the hope that the statue was a visitation of the Masked God though, built in recognition of the generosity that came from unknown faces and was such an important part of life.

      It lay on an angle now, lying sideways in the ground, with most of its legs covered by the low grassy hill alongside it. One arm was lifted, though it was half buried now too. Together, the three siblings walked up and onto the half buried arm and began walking towards the head.

      The head was massive. From where they stood, near the shoulder, the nose was easily twice as high as Taanin. They had to detour across the chest in order to climb higher, using the vines and grass that covered the statues as handholds, and the weathered cracks and crevices for their feet. Gravel shifted as they climbed, clattering to the ground below them.

      Eventually they managed to manoeuvre their way to the top of the head, sitting down to examine the view.

      The head was no longer visible to the villages over the trees, but the signs of life in them were visible from the statue. Smoke rose from distant chimneys, and birds were easy to spot circling the fields looking for food.

      Shanti looked out over the trees, peering as far as she could into the distance. Far far off to the east were the faint impressions of hills.

      “What else do you think is out there?” she asked her brothers.

      “What do you mean?” asked Taanin, his brow creasing.

      “Who cares,” chipped in Fellbin, before he began to clamber straight back down the statue. Taanin laughed and followed. Shanti looked out over the trees one more time before joining them. She couldn’t see anything else but those hills, and the signs of the villages, no matter how she tried. Then she slowly made her way down the worn stone and dirt of the statue.

      
      After a short game of hide and seek, Fellbin began to complain that he was getting hungry and so they started to follow the paths back towards Graama.

      Halfway through the forest, they began to follow the banks of the stream, a small trickle of water that tinkled around smooth round stones. Fellbin kicked up water, trying to splash Taanin.

      “Stop it!” snapped the older boy. Fellbin just laughed.

      “You’ll get your shoes and clothes wet. Just stop splashing would you?” asked Shanti.

      Fellbin rolled his eyes, but refrained from splashing after that.

      After they had been walking for about twenty minutes, another boy came strolling towards them through the tree trunks, whistling as he came and with a rabbit slung over his shoulder.

      “Hello Ban,” called Fellbin. Shanti wondered where her younger brother had met the other boy, known in Graama for his petty mindedness. “What have you got there?”

      “Caught myself a rabbit.” replied Ban with a smirk. “Now I was wondering what to do with it. Their feet are supposed to be lucky, maybe I’ll take it home and chop one off!” He laughed horribly and shook the string that held the rabbit. Startled, it kicked and bucked against his back. “I might find out how well it jumps with only one.” He grinned, pulling his lips back from his shining teeth.

      Shanti blinked. “It’s still alive?” she said.

      “Well, yeah. I snared it back a ways” He jabbed a thumb back into the forest. “But I’ll get around to killing it eventually. Might make stew.” Ban shrugged. “Would have been easier if the snare had done a better job, but we live and learn.”

      Shanti found that she could not speak. Her thoughts were bound up with the rabbit, just as its legs were. She could only think of how scared it must be, and how cruel it was to carry the thing around and joke about cutting its feet off. Without making any decisions, she charged directly at Ban, burying her shoulder into his stomach and knocking him to the ground.

      “What the-” he had yelled, before the impact drove all the breath from his lungs. As they sprawled across the ground, he let go of the string and the rabbit began to kick in its bindings. Shanti reached over and began to loosen the string. Just as she opened the knot enough to slip it back over the rabbit’s heels, letting it bound away through the leaves and moss of the forest floor, Ban recovered and lunged at her.

      “What do you think you’re doing, you little-” He growled, tangling one hand in Shanti’s hair and pulling her backwards.

      From there, the fight escalated. Ban was strong, and his anger drove him to cruelty. His fists swung wildly. Taanin darted in and out, clearly knowing that he should get involved for the sake of his sister, but unable to decide how. Fellbin screamed and charged at the older boy and was elbowed in the face for his trouble. Shanti fought back, slapping at Ban and wriggling out of his grip, but never quite fast enough to completely escape. The heat of her anger faded, and she began to feel cold dread cover her skin in goosebumps.

      Eventually she managed to push hard with her legs and roll the older boy onto his back, where she found herself lying across him. She spun slightly, then dug the long fingernails of her left hand into the soft flesh between his thumb and finger. Ban began to yell in pain and, as he did, she shoved the top of her head into his chin, closing his teeth with a sickening snap. Shanti leapt sideways, finally free of the boy’s hands.

      Ban stumbled upright, blood spluttering from his mouth as he clutched at his face with both hands.

      “‘At ‘ave ‘ou ‘one, ‘ou ‘upid ‘irl?” he snarled, before turning to run to the stream where he splashed handfuls of water on his face. The water fell in a red rain.

      “Let’s get out of here,” exclaimed Shanti, grabbing Fellbin and beginning to run towards the village.

      “Come on Taanin!” she yelled, finally sparking movement from her older brother. Together the three of them sprinted until their lungs were bursting and their legs were stinging. The path led at first straight alongside the stream, and so they ran alongside it, sometimes darting through it or across the round wet stones. A crash made Shanti spin around, wondering if Ban had caught up with them and was now punishing Taanin for his sister’s actions. But it wasn’t the young trapper. Taanin had slipped on an algae covered rock, spinning and falling awkwardly into the stream. His face had gone pale.

      “Are you alright?” Shanti panted. She heard the sounds of Fellbin stop running and coming back to see what had happened.

      “I… I...” Taanin was trying to speak. He lifted himself by his left arm, water streaming from his soaked clothes. Then he gritted his teeth and tried to raise his right arm. Shanti gasped. Taanin’s arm had an extra corner in it, halfway along his forearm. It looked as though he had grown a new elbow.

      “Can you get up?” asked Shanti, feeling her throat tighten.

      Taanin opened his mouth, then groaned and rolled his eyes. He managed to nod though. Slowly, so slowly that Shanti was sure Ban would burst out of the trunks onto them any moment, Taanin stood up and moved out of the stream. He was breathing hard, and cradling his damaged arm.

      “We still need to run,” said Shanti. Again Taanin managed to nod. The three of them began to move, jogging at first to gauge how Taanin could cope, but stepping faster and faster if he kept up.

      They didn’t stop when they saw the red brick buildings of Graama from the edges of the forest, nor when they had run through the lanes between the fields, lined with low stone walls. They pounded through the main street until they were at home, safe, with the door slammed shut behind them.

      “What on earth happened to you!” screamed their father, Neeran. He was a skinny man everywhere but his stomach, which popped forward like a small ball. He wore his black hair long, and maintained a small moustache and beard on his face. Right now that face was screwed up in horror.

      “Taanin fell over,” Shanti began, but found she was bustled aside without much attention. Neeran knelt down by Taanin, guiding him to a soft couch in the sitting room. Their father whistled softly.

      “This is one awful break. What were you doing?”

      “We were just…” Taanin swallowed, sweat beading on his forehead. “I mean, I was…”

      “We were chasing each other,” said Shanti. “And Taanin slipped on one of the rocks in the stream. Can you do anything?”

      Neeran sighed and shook his head. “Not here, not me.” He wiped his son’s forehead and stood up, running a hand through his long hair. “We are going to have to get him to Baargu, and that trip is a couple of hours. Best try to get on our way now.”

      Baargu was the next village along the main road from Graama. There would be a doctor there, someone who was trained in ways to set this bone so that Taanin would be able to use it again in the future, who knew what herbs would bring down his pain and risk of infection. Nobody in Graama had such training, though everyone knew some folk remedies.

      Normally the idea of a trip to Baargu would have excited Shanti. Ever since she had been a tiny babe, she had wanted to spend her days exploring distant places, discovering new things. Even Baargu, which was easy enough to visit and return from within a single day, offered some excitement and novelty. When Shanti had been younger, visitors from the next village would find themselves followed around their business in Graama by the tiny girl. But this time the trip would not bring her joy.

      Fellbin had been standing in the doorway watching, but by the time Shanti turned to give him some instructions, the young boy had completely vanished. Shanti was fairly sure that they would not see him before they returned. Instead, she raced upstairs to her small room and grabbed some essential items. “A blanket to keep him warm… New shoes, in case we have to walk a long way… A change of clothes for me.” She spread the blanket out across her bed and then threw everything in the middle of it. She slipped next door to the boys’ room and grabbed a change of clothes for Taanin also. Then, confident that she had everything that she might need, she picked up the corners of the blanket and tied them together, creating a bag of sorts.

      As she walked back down the stairs, ready to call out to her father that she was ready to go, there was a sudden and extended banging at the front door.

      Shanti stood on the stairs and watched as her father came out of the sitting room to answer the banging. His face was tight as he pulled the door open.

      Vit was standing on the front step, blood soaked down the front of his shirt. His father Tareen stood behind him, one massive hand on his son’s shoulder.

      “What are you going to do about this, eh?” yelled the man. His face was curling up in anger. Neeran gaped and shook his head.

      “What do you mean? What’s going on? I have some problems to deal with myself right now and-”

      “I bet you do Neeran, I bet you do! Those young rats must be a handful and a half!”

      “Rats? I beg your pardon?” Neeran’s voice was growing in volume and anger to match that of Tareen’s. “You come banging on my door, only a few hours after Temple, to call my children rats?” His fingers tightened on the wood of the front door.

      “What would you call someone who did this to your boy then?” And the man waved a hand at the blood on his son’s front. Ban was holding a rag to his face and glaring at Shanti, who was still frozen in one spot on the stairs.

      “You think one of my boys did that?”

      “Not at all. It was her!” The finger stabbed directly towards her, holding firm and still in its accusation. Shanti stepped back up one stair.

      “Shanti? You must be mistaken, Shanti is always taking care of everyone. She would never do something like this.”

      “Oh, he’s sure, aren’t you son?”

      Ban nodded.

      “But it took us long enough to figure out what he was trying to say. I think he’s cracked some teeth, or broken his jaw, or mangled his tongue, or something. I’m going to have to take him to Baargu, no one here will be able to cope with this.”

      “Shanti?” Neeran turned and Shanti saw the confusion and hurt rising in her father’s brown eyes. She wanted to melt away into the floor. She clutched her stomach with her hand and grimaced.

      “I… I’m so sorry dad...” She bowed her head, hot tears building in the corners of her eyes.

      “Well. I can see that we will have to have a very long conversation with our daughter when we get back tonight.” Neeran turned away from her and spoke to Tareen. “Taanin has broken his arm, so we were just arranging to go to Baargu as well. Do you have a coach? It seems that we should share the transport. Perhaps we can sort this out on the way. Shanti, bring the bag.”

      He spoke her name shortly, clipping the sounds to a rapid conclusion. A tear dripped from the end of her nose, but she nodded and walked down the stairs.

      “Fellbin, help your brother.”

      Before she knew it, Shanti found herself sitting wedged into the corner of a coach seat, pressed against the side of the compartment with only a slim view out the window. Ban sat opposite her, their knees almost touching. His eyes still glared into hers.

      While the coach rattled along the road towards the next village, Neeran and Tareen discussed how they would deal with the consequences of the day. Neeran ended up agreeing to pay for Ban’s care, an agreement that burned Shanti’s ears and made her lower her head again.

      Her side of the fight did come up eventually. She didn’t trust herself to speak, sure that her father would think that she was only trying to make excuses for what had happened, but Fellbin was always happy to speak with no regards to the reaction, and he explained about the rabbit and the way Ban had spoken so cruelly of it. Tareen had grunted and pursed his lips, agreeing that his son should not have behaved in such a way. But then Neeran added that it was no excuse for Shanti’s actions. She was to be restricted to the house unless she was in lessons, working at the family store, or attending Temple.

      “For how long?” she murmured.

      “Until I believe and trust that you won’t push your feelings onto someone else,” replied her father.

      After the discussion, the trip lapsed into silence.

      Over an hour passed before the coach rounded a corner and Baargu could be seen past the trees. Luckily the village doctor was not busy and she saw both children immediately. Ban was seen first, as the amount of blood loss worried the doctor.

      Shanti sat in the next room, avoiding her father’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said.

      He placed one hand on her shoulder. They waited.

      Ban came out with bandages around his lower jaw.

      “- regularly, and give him plenty of these herbs. He will need to replace the lost blood and give his mouth time to heal.” The doctor turned and smiled at Neeran. “Alright, now we will take your boy.”

      Shanti and Fellbin came in too, but there wasn’t much excitement to be had in the doctor’s private room. She examined Taanin’s arm and then gave him something to bite down on while she pulled the pieces of the arm back into position. Taanin’s skin paled and his eyes rolled, but he managed to hold on through the pain. Then she used some pieces of wood and cloth bandages to hold the arm still. Finally, she gave Neeran a clay pot filled with a paste made from herbs.

      “Give him some of this to help with the pain. He’ll need to come back to see me regularly, to make sure it is healing properly.”

      Neeran thanked her and made some arrangements to pay her for her time. Shanti wasn’t very familiar with money, but it certainly sounded like a lot.

      As the two families rode the coach home under a darkening twilight sky, Neeran and Ban’s father discussed the difficulties of having to travel so far to get help for their injured children.

      “We’re just lucky that it wasn’t any more serious,” said Tareen. “And it was plenty serious!”

      “I agree. We will have to get the council to ensure we have a doctor in Graama. I don’t know how we will get them, but we need them.”

      When they got home, Shanti’s mother Auga had arrived also. She looked worried, and bundled Taanin into her arms as the family walked inside.

      “Where have you been, when I got home the house was dark and silent. It was as though you had all completely vanished!”

      “I had to take Taanin to Baargu, he broke his arm this afternoon.”

      “Oh my poor sweet child.” Auga cradled his head in her arms, kissing his hair.

      “Yes. But we rode with Tareen and his boy Ban.”

      “Oh?”

      “It appears that Shanti got into a fight with the boy over his treatment of a rabbit. She nearly broke his jaw, and severely damaged his tongue.”

      “What?” Auga turned her gaze onto Shanti, who tried to hide behind herself.

      Neeran explained the whole story as they worked together to produce a simple dinner. Everyone ate quickly, and then Fellbin and Taanin were bundled into their beds. Shanti was told to wait for her parents to speak to her in the sitting room. She sat silently, with hands on her knees, and wondered what would happen to her. By the time they returned the darkness of the night outside was pressing against the curtains.

      The conversation was serious, but brief. Auga and Neeran never shouted. They were not angry, just disappointed. It all made Shanti feel even worse.

      “You have always been so good at taking care of your brothers,” Auga explained. “You help keep an eye on Fellbin. You are so kind to Taanin. It just makes us sad when we see that you are not treating others that way.”

      “And we need your help,” Neeran reminded her. “I have my hands full in the house most days, and your mother works so hard at the store. We rely on your help.” His eyes were so large. Shanti nodded.

      “I’ll do better,” she said.

      “Good,” said Auga, leaning over to hug her. “Now go to bed.”

      That night Shanti lay in the darkness for hours. She kept replaying the day in her head, wondering how she could have done anything differently. The rabbit’s eyes had looked so scared. But her parents relied on her. They needed her to take care of her brothers, to help out. They need her to stop letting her feelings get in the way of that.

      Shanti rolled over and pulled her blankets higher around her shoulders. She wouldn’t let them down.

      
      Shanti grew up making sure that she was helping. She began to come with Auga to the store from the time she was ten years old, and she made sure to keep an eye on Fellbin whenever her parents were busy. That was enough to fill anyone’s days, but still she found more to do.

      Soon after starting shifts at the store, Shanti volunteered to spend some time learning about lights keeping from the Village Gardener Sudru.

      The woman lived in a small rundown shack on the edge of the village, but it was really only a place for the gardener to sleep. The rest of the time she spent carefully pruning and weeding around the few lights that bordered the signs of the village’s businesses. The Tired Rabbit, the pub that sat in the middle of the village, had green vines that traced around the metal letters of its sign. The Mayor’s house traditionally grew red lights around the front door, but since the mayor was voted on every few years, Sudru had to ensure that the lights were healthy enough to be transplanted if needed. Weeds threatened the delicate lights, and so she spent long hours plucking every dangerous shoot from the soil, or devising methods to remove insects from their stems.

      Once a week, Shanti followed Sudru around for the morning, trying to learn as much as she could about the care of the lights. She wanted to bring her knowledge home to the small self-made greenhouse that was attached to the back of their house, to use it to help her mother encourage the tiny light that grew there into something even more magnificent. Over years, she slowly began to understand how to improve the soil, what sort of compost to build that would suit the specific variety of light that Auga was tending. The benefits were small, maybe a few centimetres more height, but every new leaf made Shanti’s heart swell with pride.

      Shanti spent one morning listening to Sudru lecture about the dangers of morning frosts. Lights were sensitive to temperature, and the coolness of morning could be the death of many species. Sudru described exactly how the frost would affect the plant, killing of the edges of its leaves, or blackening the tips of its shoots. She wouldn’t allow Shanti to leave until the younger woman had been able to draw three versions of a leaf that Sudru held up, drawings to show the leaf when healthy, when affected by frost, and when affected by heat.

      Now, allowing her mind to wander after its workout, Shanti walked to the edge of the village where its clustered red brick buildings stopped abruptly and were replaced by a low stone wall that encircled the village before breaking off into branches of stone that divided the fields beyond. Shanti could see her neighbours in many of those fields, working to gather the vegetable harvest before the winter began to settle in, and beginning repair-work to the walls that had been worn down by the last year's storms.

      Taanin would be out there somewhere, developing his callouses. He had grown up insisting on taking part in the most laborious work he could find in Graama. Shanti hoped he was actually talking to some of the other labourers, but imagined he wasn’t. She would have to take him out with her again soon. She stood and enjoyed the view of the fields stretching off towards the hills beyond, dotted with clumps of low green trees.

      “Entrancing sight, yes?”

      Shanti blinked, the sudden closeness of the voice surprising her.

      “I’m sorry?” She turned to see who had spoken to her. An older man with a narrow tuft of white hair protruding from his chin was smiling up at her. He stood arm in arm with an older woman, who wore a shawl wrapped around her head, with only a few small greying curls of hair poking down from her forehead.

      “The view is quite beautiful,” The man gestured towards the fields, bright and green in the sunlight, a gentle breeze rustling the plants and carrying smells of living things to them.

      “Oh, I see, yes it is lovely,” Shanti smiled at the couple.

      “We have come out on a special trip,” the old man began to explain. “This is my wife Dulku, and my own name is Darsat.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you both, my name is Shanti.” She shook their hands.

      “Are you from this place?” asked Dulku.

      “Yes, born and raised,” admitted Shanti cheerfully.

      “It is beautiful. We came here all the way from Gorduum because of Darsat’s clever idea. He works at the University you know?”

      “Oh, that sounds very important.” Shanti was surprised to see people from the great city coming all the way to Graama. All the stories she had heard about Gorduum made it sound as though it was a magnificent place, with towering buildings and full of strange and delightful inventions. These people must be used to so much more overwhelming sights and sounds than a simple field, no matter how green it was. “What brings you so far away from there?” To her mind, there was no reason to ever come to such a small, quiet place as Graama.

      “My Darsat, he has such a clever idea!”

      Shanti nodded. “He must, to work at the University. I’ve heard that not even one in fifty of the cleverest people are able to find a space in the University.”

      Darsat lifted a hand to brush aside the compliment, but nodded and smiled at Shanti’s remark. “Well, I suppose it is a very careful community.” He ran a hand down his narrow beard. “In fact, I have heard that there is an impressive statue not far from this village! I believe that it may in fact be an ancient map of the stars in the sky at night!” He smiled even wider, his teeth gleaming in the sunlight, matching the twinkle in his eye.

      Shanti tried not to frown, but she was confused. The statue to the north was huge and interesting, but it was also half-forgotten and falling apart, half buried in landslides down the hillside and overgrown with vines and bushes. How could it be in any way connected to the stars?

      “That is a wonderful idea sir.” Shanti paused as she considered what to say next. “How did you come up with it?”

      “I should love to show you! Come, let us find a place to sit down!” Darsat and his wife turned to walk back into the town and Shanti followed them. They seemed friendly, and she had nothing to do until it was time for her shift at her mother’s store later. Besides, they were from outside the village, they must have plenty of wonderful stories to share.

      The trio walked back between the brick buildings to the Tired Rabbit, where they sat and ordered a meal. Darsat spent the time they were waiting for their food by gesturing widely and explaining his theories about the statue.

      “You see, in the engraving and sketches that have made it back to the University, it is clear, at least to me,” and here he glanced down briefly, hinting at his humble nature. “Clear to me that the knobs and rounded edges of the statue’s face and clothing have a correlation to the constellations.” He dug a hand into his jacket pocket and drew out a worn and much-folded piece of paper. “Here.” He unfolded it carefully, and slid it across the table to Shanti. She could see where the paper was beginning to separate along the folds that had been made so often. On the paper itself she was surprised to see that it really was a faded sketch of the statue to the north, the outline of its shape quite clear, although the details looked smeared or fuzzy to her.

      “I… I’m afraid I…”

      “Here my dear,” said Darsat, as he leaned over to point at the drawing. Dulku smiled encouragingly and thanked the maid who placed a platter of bread and cheeses down between them at the table.

      “Can you see this cluster of wrinkles and ridges, near the chin?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, that must be the Mountains of the Sky, don’t you think? The arrangement is so precise! Down to the millimetre! And, of course, that would mean that this part leading down from that is?” He left the sentence unfinished, hanging in the air as a question. Shanti found she wanted to have an answer for his curious eyes. Dulku chewed on her bread and cheese, emitting happy noises.

      “I suppose it would be… The Archer?”

      “Exactly!” Darsat fell back into his seat in triumph and reached over to pick up a piece of the hard pale cheese. “Well done my girl!”

      Shanti looked at the drawing again. She could see how Darsat might find the shapes of the stars in the picture, but she didn’t think it was very accurate. It was only a sketch of the statue, and she felt sure that its proportions were not precise.

      “What do you mean ‘down to the millimetre’?” she asked. “Surely the stars are far further apart than that?”

      “Yes, yes.” Darsat tried to cover his mouth as he answered, but a few stray crumbs spilled down to his beard. “I mean to say, they are within millimetres of the most well-regarded star charts.”

      “Oh.” Shanti picked up some bread, and began to spoon some relish onto it. “And how would you measure that against the actual stars in the sky.”

      “I would… hmmm.” Darsat chewed thoughtfully. Dulku laid a hand on his shoulder. “That’s an interesting question. Certainly one I shall have to consider deeply, once this expedition is completed.”

      Shanti finished her lunch in lighter conversation with the couple, discussing their family and life in Gorduum. But she couldn’t quell the voice in the back of her head that though this man must be very peculiar if he had never thought of looking at the stars to compare them to his drawing before.

      They finished eating, and by then Darsat was too excited by their conversation to return to his and Dulku’s stroll through the village. Instead, he insisted that all three of them head out into the forest to see if they could reach the statue before Shanti would have to turn back to go to work at her mother’s store.

      “I’m sure my mother wouldn’t mind if I was a bit late anyway.”

      As they set out, Shanti shivered and pulled her shirt a bit higher around her neck.

      “It’s a good thing you came now,” she commented as she arranged her clothes to protect against the chill breeze. “If you had been much later you would have risked the first snowfalls of winter.”

      Shanti realised that she was walking along the street alone. She turned around and saw Dulku stopped on the street with wide eyes and a stunned smile.

      “Snow, really?” The couple started walking again and hurried to catch up with Shanti. “I had no idea! That’s wonderful, we would have loved to see that!”

      “Do you not have snow in Gorduum?”

      “Not at all! I don’t think I’ve ever seen snow in Gorduum, but I’ve heard so many stories! So bright and white. It must be absolutely beautiful!” Dulku was clutching her shawl around her shoulders and joy was leaking out of her skin.

      “I mean, yes of course. But it would have made this walk quite difficult. The slush on the paths would have been very wet and mucky, and your clothes-”

      “Slush? What do you mean?”

      “As the snow melts, or people walk through it a lot, it makes the ground muddy and slushy.” Shanti was finding conversation with these people rather confusing. Sometimes they were completely oblivious to the most obvious things! “The snow is beautiful but it would have made a walk through the woods to the statue really awkward.”

      “How peculiar!” exclaimed Darsat. ”I’ve always thought of it like tufts of wool!”

      
      The walk was a pleasant one, strolling beneath branches that spread wide in the canopy above them. Many of the leaves were red and orange by now, and the occasional bright piece of foliage drifted down to the path like a feather in the breeze. Birds slipped from tree to tree, and their infrequent calls echoed through the wood. The smell of the leaves that coated the forest floor was musty but not overpowering. Before long they found the land beginning to rise as they approached the hill that Shanti knew had slipped to embrace the statue many generations earlier. No one in the village remembered a time when the statue hadn’t been mostly covered by earth and flowers.

      When they were about halfway to the statue, Shanti noticed an old log to the side of the path. It was half buried in a drift of fallen brown and black leaves. It looked like a perfect spot, she thought to herself. She walked over to pull back the bark of the log, revealing a whirling mass of tiny pale insects then leaned down to examine them.

      “What is this?” asked Dulku.

      “I think it might be termites,” murmured Shanti as she inspected the small creatures. “They are perfectly ordinary out here in the forest, but they can be a nuisance in the village, and this log is not as deep into the forest as I would have liked.” She stood up and looked back down the path, as though she could see the brick buildings of Graama through the trees. She pursed her lips. “I may need to get someone to come out here and kill this nest, it could easily spread into the village.”

      “You are a very observant person,” Dulku complimented her as she took the younger woman’s arm and continued their walk down the path. “I did not notice the log at all, nor that it had so many insects in it!”

      “Insects get everywhere really,” replied Shanti. “It’s actually more interesting to discover where they are not!” She laughed. “I’ve been trying to learn a bit of how to take care of lights from the Gardener in Graama. Last week she had me learning how to identify the difference between a hundred potential pests that might kill our lights,” she explained. “Termites were one that stood out when she described the sort of place they build their nest. I’ve been keeping a wary eye out to see if they are in the woods, and here I find that they are! Sudru would not be happy to know that there are some this close.”

      “Do you remember many other pests?”

      “Oh sort of, I am still only learning after all.” Shanti counted off examples on her fingers. “There are bugs that lay eggs on the lights, and their larvae eat through the stems and leaves. There are bugs that eat the roots from under the ground and some that eat the leaves. Aphids that suck the moisture from them, slowly starving the lights. And all of that is not to mention diseases and funguses that can damage them!”

      “Hmmmm,” said Dulku. “It certainly sounds like a lot of work. I must remember to look more closely at the Gardeners back in Gorduum when we return.”

      In front of them, Darsat walked along the path as though his tongue were directly connected to his feet, his words tripping out of his mouth with a similar metronomic regularity as his steps. Dulku supported his running descriptions of the forest with appropriate noises, encouraging and admiring. At some moments Darsat would finally allow himself to pause and simply walk in silence. It was then that Dulku would ask him curious and engaging questions, sending him off into his meandering stories again.

      Shanti found that he wasn’t really saying anything very important most of the time and so she allowed her mind to wander as they walked, but every now and then a word or phrase would penetrate her own thoughts. Mostly he admired the nature around them, taking joy in the smallest things that Shanti would not have thought particularly exciting. Large black beetles slowly crossing the leaf-covered path would cause Darsat and Dulku to stop for minutes and coo, and they were thoroughly engaged by a vine that was growing up an ancient tree on their left at one stage.

      The rest of the time he was expounding upon the theory that he had suggested, linking the carvings and images of the statue to the stars. He spoke about his studies, closely investigating the stars by colour and shape. Apparently he was something of a well-known name in scholarly star circles, and Dulku emphasised this by pointing out just how often people came to him to help solve their problems. According to his wife, Darsat’s own studies must be interrupted at least three times a week by other scientists. Shanti made the appropriate sympathetic and impressed noises.

      At one stage, Darsat mentioned another journey they had taken a year or two earlier.

      “Do you know what a transit is my dear?”

      “No.” Shanti considered the word. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a transit at all.”

      “Well, that isn’t really surprising, it is a very special idea that we have come up with as astronomers.” Darsat’s smile beamed from beneath the white scruff of his beard. “The idea is, when a planet or moon passes in front of the sun, we can see its shadow.”

      Instinctively, Shanti raised her face to look towards the sun, flinching as she realised what she was doing.

      “Obviously we must not look directly at the sun,” laughed Darsat, as Dulku placed a hand on Shanti’s shoulder to check if she was alright.

      “Yes, I wasn’t thinking,” chuckled Shanti.

      “It is okay. But, by using our instruments to carefully measure how big the shadow appears and how fast it moves across the sun, we can use mathematics to work out how far away so many things may be!”

      “That sounds very complicated. You must be clever to work it all out.”

      “Thank you very much my dear. Well, it turns out that some time ago there was going to be such an event, although they are often very rare and hard to see. Luckily, I received funding and was able to travel further south, even to another country, where we were able to observe the transit very well.”

      “It was a beautiful trip,” sighed Dulku. “The land looked so different, and the animals and plants were so strange. They were like things I had only read about in children's stories.”

      “What sort of things?” Shanti found that she could feel her blood pulsing stronger in her chest.

      “At one time a giant animal walked past our lodge. It was taller than three men standing upon each other’s shoulders, so tall! But mostly this was because it had such long and thin legs and a long and thin neck also. It was yellow and covered in brown splotches as though children had been throwing mud at it. It was so beautiful.”

      Shanti tried to imagine such an animal but found it difficult. “It sounds very exciting!” She wished that she could see it and looked out between the trees, trying to imagine that such a creature was walking between their trunks in the forest alongside them.

      “Oh yes. Dulku did enjoy the wildlife. I myself found the plants quite interesting also, trees that looked to be growing upside down, and strangely solid leaves covered in spikes. Very engaging.”

      “Did their lights have new colours?”

      Darsat and Dulku raised their eyebrows. “Oh, but they did not grow lights.”

      Shanti blinked. “Why not?”

      “Lights are very temperamental and difficult to grow, as I am sure your Gardener in Graama must have told you.”

      Shanti nodded.

      “We are very lucky to be able to grow them here,” Darsat continued. “And I have not heard of many other countries that grow so many or so well as us.”

      “What do they do? How do they see in the streets in the evenings?”

      “They use fire. Candles. Lamps. If they have money, they buy lights from us, and employ our gardeners in order to keep them alive as long as possible.”

      Shanti walked on in silence. She couldn’t imagine a world without lights.

      In due time, they walked up gently curving paths and slopes and emerged from beneath the canopy of trees into a large clearing with low scrubby bushes poking up from the long swaying grass. Before them lay the statue.

      It was always shocking how large the statue was in person. Despite growing up by the statue, and visiting it often, she still found herself pausing to admire it whenever she entered this clearing. Darsat had his sketch, obviously, which had even included a small silhouette of a human to one side for comparison. But a drawing, no matter how well composed, was not the same as reality. Darsat paused at the edge of the clearing, patting at the pockets of his trousers and coat as though looking for something he had forgotten. Dulku squealed, though softly. Shanti smiled, enjoying the reaction of the travellers.

      The head of the statue lay on the elbow of its arms, as though sleeping. A single shoulder rose nearly as high as the trees surrounding the clearing, before the angle of the statue’s body slid towards the ground, making it appear as though the statue was sleeping and the earth were its blankets. If Shanti stretched herself to her full height, she could just curl her hand over the wind-worn nose. Some of the younger children in the village would leap as high as they could and use this handhold in order to pull themselves higher, clambering across the statue like wild animals.

      Darsat and Dulku began circling the massive stonework, while Shanti made herself comfortable on the grass and watched them. The two were bubbling with excitement, clearly impressed. Dulku walked around to the rear of the statue, leaning over to place one hand flat on its weathered surface, the other holding on to the material of her shawl. She moved her eyes up the shape, admiring every measure.

      In the meantime, Darsat was attempting to climb up the higher of the arms, barely able to reach around it, and struggling as his left leg didn't seem to be able to bend as far as a younger man’s would have. Yet, his determination paid off and, eventually, red-faced and huffing the cool air heavily, he found himself standing atop the stone.

      “Look at me my love!” he called out to Dulku, pulling a handkerchief from his breast pocket and waving it in the air over his head. “I am the king of the castle!” Dulku laughed and clapped.

      Shanti found herself feeling envious that he was calling to Dulku, a realisation that shocked her. It took her a few moments of introspection before she thought she understood her feelings. It wasn’t as though she was attracted to either of the older couple, and of course they were already married to each other! But as she watched them call and joke with each other, acting as though they were young children, teasing each other, glorious smiles beaming from their faces,

      It reminded Shanti of the games she had played in this same clearing with Fellbin and Taanin, chasing each other amidst shrieks and laughter.

      She would clamber as high as she could up the statue, and they would give chase, pulling her tumbling to the ground. She had grown up with many bruises from their games, but had learned to give just as well as she got. Once she had managed to turn a grab from Taanin back on him, spinning him off the edge of the statue’s shoulder. He had lain winded on the ground for long minutes, gasping until he regained his breath.

      She watched the older couple playing and smiled. She wished that she had someone whom she could play with in the same way. Someone to share in new joys with.

      The face of a young man from Graama named Buan began to treacherously form itself in her mind. She frowned, wondering why her mind would turn to him when she was wishing for playful things. Buan’s brow was stern, even when conjured up by her imagination, and although his eyes were deep and honest, there was no smile on that mouth. She couldn’t picture herself laughing with him over something as inconsequential as the lopsided leaf that Dulku was giggling over with her husband.

      “What a wonderful place,” Darsat said to Shanti after he had managed to lower himself back down. He wiped his forehead with his handkerchief before tucking it away again. “This is a very wonderful place,” he repeated, as though he had to ensure that the world knew of his approval.

      Dulku was still walking around the clearing, admiring the trees and examining the statue from different angles. Darsat opened up his satchel and drew out a large pad of paper, taking it over to his wife.

      “Oh thank you my darling!” Dulku’s eyes flashed with a smile and she took the pad quickly. She pulled something from a pocket and settled down with her back to a tree trunk on the side of the clearing. She held up the small object and then began moving her hand across the paper. Darsat returned to where Shanti was still standing.

      “What did she pull out?”

      “A piece of drawing charcoal,” Darsat answered as
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