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  When Yalda was almost three years old, she was entrusted with the task of bearing her grandfather into the forest to convalesce.




  Dario had been weak and listless for days, refusing to move from the flower bed where the family slept. Yalda had seen him this way before, but it had never lasted so long. Her father had sent

  word to the village, and when Doctor Livia came to the farm to examine Dario, Yalda and two of her cousins, Claudia and Claudio, stayed close to watch the proceedings.




  After squeezing and prodding the old man all over with more hands than most people used in a day, Doctor Livia announced her diagnosis. ‘You’re suffering from a serious light

  deficiency. The crops here are virtually monochromatic; your body needs a broader spectrum of illumination.’




  ‘Ever heard of sunlight?’ Dario replied caustically.




  ‘Sunlight is far too blue,’ Doctor Livia countered, ‘too fast for the body to catch. And the light from the fields is all sluggish red. What you’re lacking lies between

  those extremes; a man of your age needs umber and gamboge, saffron and goldenrod, jade and viridian.’




  ‘We have all those hues right here! Have you ever seen such glorious specimens?’ Dario, who’d taken to resting limbless, budded a lone finger from the middle of his chest to

  gesture at the garden around them. Yalda, whose job it was to tend the flower bed, warmed with pride, though the blossoms he was praising were closed for the day, their luminescent petals furled

  and dormant.




  ‘Those plants are merely decorative,’ Doctor Livia replied dismissively. ‘You need a full range of natural light, at much greater intensity. You need to spend four or five

  nights in the forest.’




  When the doctor had left, Yalda’s father, Vito, and her uncle, Giusto, talked the matter over with her grandfather.




  ‘It sounds like quackery to me,’ Dario declared, snuggling deeper into his indentation in the soil. ‘ “Umber and gamboge”! I’ve survived for two dozen and

  seven years with sunlight, wheatlight and a few floral adornments. There’s nothing healthier than farm life.’




  ‘Everyone’s body changes,’ Vito said cautiously. ‘There must be a reason you’re so tired.’




  ‘Years of hard work?’ Dario suggested. ‘Or don’t you think I’ve earned a rest?’




  Giusto said, ‘I’ve seen you shining yellow at night. If you’re losing that hue, what’s putting it back?’




  ‘Yalda should have planted more goldenrod!’ Claudio blurted out accusingly. Giusto shushed him, but Claudia and Claudio exchanged knowing glances, as if they were the doctors now and

  they’d finally exposed the root of the problem. Yalda told herself that it was only an adult’s admonition that meant anything, but her older cousins’ smug delight in her supposed

  failure still stung.




  Vito said, ‘I’ll go with you to the forest. If the doctor’s right, it will give you back your health. And if she’s wrong, what harm can it do?’




  ‘What harm?’ Dario was incredulous. ‘I don’t have the strength for a twelfth of that journey, and I doubt you could carry me even halfway. It would finish us both

  off!’




  Vito’s tympanum became rigid with annoyance, but Yalda suspected that her grandfather was right. Her father was strong, but Dario had always been the heavier of the two and his illness

  hadn’t changed that. Yalda had never even glimpsed the forest, but she knew it was farther than the village, farther than anywhere she’d been. If there had been a chance of hitching a

  ride on a truck then someone would have raised the possibility, but the route must have been so rarely travelled as to make that an unlikely prospect.




  In the awkward silence that followed, Giusto’s rear gaze fell on Yalda. For a moment she thought he was merely acknowledging her presence with a friendly glance, but then she understood

  why she was suddenly worthy of attention in the midst of this serious, adult debate.




  ‘I know who could carry you, Father!’ Giusto announced happily. ‘There and back, with no trouble at all.’




  The next day, the whole family woke before dawn to help the three travellers prepare. By the soft red light of the fields around them, Lucia and Lucio, Yalda’s brother

  and sister, darted back and forth from the store-holes, packing provisions for the journey into the generous pouches that their father had formed along his sides. Claudia and Claudio tended to

  Dario, helping him rise and eat breakfast, then taking him by the shoulders and walking him around the clearing to prepare his body for the long ride.




  Yalda’s other cousins, Aurelia and Aurelio, acted as stand-ins for Yalda’s passenger as Uncle Giusto coached her on her quadrupedal posture. ‘Make your front legs a bit

  longer,’ he suggested. ‘Your grandfather will need somewhere to rest his head, so it would be good if your back sloped higher.’ Yalda extruded more flesh into her two front limbs;

  for a moment her legs wobbled beneath her cousins’ weight, but she managed to stiffen them before she lost her balance. She waited until she felt the central shafts harden and the old joints

  ossify, then she cracked a new pair of knees higher up and reorganised the surrounding muscles. The last part was the most mysterious to her; all she was conscious of was a sense of pressure moving

  down her limbs and imposing order, as if her flesh were a bundle of reeds being passed through a comb to rid it of tangles. But her muscles weren’t merely straightening themselves out; they

  were making sense of their new surroundings and preparing for the new tasks that would be demanded of them.




  Giusto said, ‘Try a few steps now.’




  Yalda moved forwards tentatively, then broke into a slow trot. Aurelia kicked her sides and shouted, ‘Yah! Yah!’




  ‘Stop it, or I’ll throw you!’ Yalda warned her.




  Aurelio joined her in rebuking his co. ‘Yeah, stop it! I’m the driver.’




  ‘No, you’re not,’ Aurelia retorted. ‘I’m in front!’




  ‘Then I should be in front.’ He grabbed Aurelia and tried to swap places with her. Yalda quashed her irritation at her squirming cousins and decided to treat it all as good practice:

  if she could keep her footing while these idiots sprouted arms just to wrestle with each other, she ought to be able to manage anything her ailing grandfather did.




  ‘You’re doing well, Yalda,’ Giusto called to her encouragingly.




  ‘For a giant lump,’ whispered Aurelia.




  ‘Don’t be cruel!’ Aurelio said, pinching her on the neck.




  Yalda said nothing. Perhaps she was graceless compared to Aurelia, two years her senior – or even compared to her own brother and sister – but she was stronger than anyone else in

  the family, and the only one who could carry Dario into the forest.




  She trotted to the edge of the clearing, where the wheat-flowers were starting to close. She couldn’t see the sun itself yet, but brightness was spreading across the eastern sky. Dawn

  brought so many changes at once that Yalda had had to watch the flowers furling several times before she’d convinced herself that their petals really did grow dimmer, and weren’t just

  being outshone as they curled in on themselves for the day.




  ‘How do they know that they should stop making light?’ she wondered.




  Aurelia buzzed with amusement. ‘Because the sun’s coming up?’




  ‘But how do they know that?’ Yalda persisted. ‘Plants don’t have eyes, do they?’




  ‘They probably feel the heat,’ Aurelio suggested.




  Yalda didn’t think the temperature had risen all that sharply. Yet the whole field had grown dim as they were speaking, the night’s glorious red blossoms reduced to pale grey sacs

  hanging limply from their stalks.




  She walked back towards Giusto, still pondering the question, remembering too late that she’d meant to race all the way to demonstrate her confidence in her new anatomy. Her father

  approached, on four legs too, Lucia and Lucio fussing at his pouches as they tried to even out the load.




  ‘I think we’re ready,’ Vito said. ‘Scram, you two!’ Aurelio leapt off Yalda’s back, rolling into a tight ball as he hit the ground; his co followed, shouting

  triumphantly as she landed on top of him.




  Dario was still not walking unaided, and he was muttering to his helpers about everyone crawling back into the ground and declaring a day of rest. Yalda was untroubled by this; if he

  didn’t believe she could carry him safely he wouldn’t even have risen, let alone cooperated as much as he had. Claudia and Claudio brought him over to her, and she knelt down on her

  rear legs to enable him to climb onto her back. He hadn’t bothered with arms before, but now he extruded three pairs, his chubby torso growing visibly thinner as the six ropy limbs stretched

  out to encircle her. Yalda was fascinated by the texture of his skin; the bulk of it appeared as elastic as her own, but scattered across the smooth expanse were countless small patches that had

  grown hard and unyielding. The skin around them was wrinkled and puckered, unable to spread out evenly.




  ‘Are you comfortable?’ Vito asked him. Dario emitted a brief, drab hum suggesting a burden borne without complaint. Vito turned to Yalda. ‘And you?’




  ‘This is easy!’ she proclaimed. She rose up and began promenading around her assembled family. Dario was heavier than the two of his grandchildren combined, but Yalda was untroubled

  by the load, and increasingly sure-footed in her new form. Giusto had chosen her shape well; as she peered down at Dario he lowered his head and rested it between her shoulders. Even if his grip

  loosened he could probably doze off without falling, but she would watch over him every step of the way.




  Lucia called out to her, ‘Well done, Yalda!’




  After a moment Lucio added, ‘Yeah, well done!’




  A strange, sweet thrill ran through Yalda’s body. She was not the useless lump any more, eating as much as any two children, clumsy as an infant half her age. If she could do this simple

  thing for her grandfather, she would finally have earned her place in the family.




  With the sun clearing the horizon and a cool breeze blowing from the east, Yalda followed her father down the narrow path that ran south between the fields. Though the wheat

  had lost its nocturnal splendour, the fat yellow seed cases near the tops of the stalks always attracted more interest from adults than the delicate hues of the crop’s floral light –

  and when they came across two of their neighbours, Massima and Massimo, out baiting vole burrows, the talk was of nothing else. Yalda stood patiently, motionless save for the quivering required to

  send alighting insects on their way, ignored by everyone as they voiced their hopes for the coming harvest.




  When the three of them had moved on, Dario noted disapprovingly, ‘Still no children! What’s happening with them?’




  ‘That’s none of our business,’ Vito replied.




  ‘It’s unnatural!’




  Vito was silent for a while. Then he said, ‘Perhaps his thoughts are still of her.’




  ‘A man should think of his children,’ Dario replied.




  ‘And a woman?’




  ‘A woman should think of them, too.’ Dario noticed Yalda’s rear gaze on him. ‘You concentrate on the road!’ he commanded, as if that were sufficient to render the

  conversation private.




  Yalda obeyed him, shifting her gaze to make him less self-conscious, then waited for the gossip to continue.




  But Vito said firmly, ‘Enough! It’s not our concern.’




  The path ended at a junction. To the right, the road led straight to the village, but they took the opposite turn. Yalda had set out this way many times before – playing, exploring,

  visiting friends – but she had never gone far. When she went west, it didn’t take long to notice the changes: soon the crossroads were spaced closer together, other people were passing

  her, and she could hear trucks chugging between the fields even if she couldn’t see them. The welcoming bustle of the village reached out and made itself felt long before you actually

  arrived. Travelling east was different: the same quiet and solitude with which you began the journey promised to stretch on for ever. Had she been alone, the prospect of spending an entire day

  walking away from every familiar sign of life would have terrified her. As it was, she felt a desolate ache at the sight of the rising sun ahead of her, with the realisation that even when it set

  she would still be heading in the same direction.




  Yalda looked towards her father. He said nothing, but he met her gaze reassuringly, quelling her fears. She glanced down at Dario, but his eyes were closed; he’d drifted back to sleep

  already.




  They passed the morning trudging through farmland, surrounded by fields so similar that Yalda was driven to hunt for patterns in the pebbles by the roadside just to prove to herself that they

  really were making progress. The idea that they might have lost their way and circled back was fanciful – the road was straight, and they’d been following the sun – but spotting

  these private signposts made a welcome diversion.




  Around noon, Vito roused Dario. They turned off the road and sat in the straw at the edge of a stranger’s field. Yalda could hear nothing but the wind moving through the crop and the faint

  hum of insects. Vito produced three loaves and Yalda offered one to Dario, who remained on her back; for a moment he appeared to be preparing to make a new limb for the occasion, but then the

  tentative bud on his shoulder disappeared and he used an existing hand to take the food.




  ‘Have you ever been in the forest before?’ Yalda asked him.




  ‘A long time ago.’




  ‘Why were you there? Was someone sick?’




  ‘No!’ Dario was scornful; he might be willing to play along with Doctor Livia’s ideas just to keep his family happy, but no one would have countenanced such nonsense in the

  past. ‘The forest was closer then.’




  ‘Closer?’ Yalda didn’t understand.




  ‘Bigger,’ Dario explained. ‘Some of these fields weren’t fields back then. When we weren’t busy with our own work we used to help clear new fields, at the

  forest’s edge.’




  Yalda turned to Vito. ‘Did you go too?’




  ‘No,’ he replied.




  Dario said, ‘Your father wasn’t around then. This was in your grandmother’s time.’




  ‘Oh.’ Yalda tried to imagine Dario as a vigorous young man, plucking trees right out of the ground, her grandmother working beside him. ‘So the forest reached out to where we

  are now?’




  ‘At least,’ Dario said. ‘The trip only took us half a morning. But then, we weren’t carrying anyone on our backs.’




  They finished their loaves. The sun had passed its highest point; Yalda could see their shadows slanting to the east. Vito said, ‘We should get moving again.’




  As they set off down the road, Yalda kept her rear eyes on Dario to be sure that his grip didn’t falter. She could always wrap him in arms of her own, if necessary. But though he appeared

  a little drowsy from the meal his eyes remained open.




  ‘The forest was different in the old days,’ he said. ‘Wilder. More dangerous.’




  Yalda was intrigued. ‘Dangerous?’




  Vito said, ‘Don’t frighten her.’




  Dario buzzed dismissively. ‘There’s nothing to be frightened of now; nobody’s seen an arborine for years.’




  ‘What’s an arborine?’ Yalda asked.




  Dario said, ‘Remember the story of Amata and Amato?’




  ‘I never heard that one,’ she replied. ‘You never told it to me.’




  ‘I didn’t? It must have been your cousins.’




  Yalda wasn’t sure whether Dario was teasing her or if he was genuinely confused. She waited until he asked innocently, ‘So would you like to hear it?’




  ‘Of course!’




  Vito interjected a hum of disapproval, but Yalda gazed at him pleadingly until it decayed into a reluctant murmur of acquiescence. How could she be too young to hear a story that her cousins had

  been told, when she was the one carrying its teller to the forest on her back, not them?




  ‘At the end of the seventh age,’ Dario began, ‘the world was gripped by a terrible famine. The crops were withering in the ground, and food was so scarce that instead of four

  children, every family had just two.




  ‘Amata and Amato were two such children, and doubly precious to their father, Azelio, because of it. Whatever food he could scrounge went first to his children, and he would only eat when

  they swore that they were satisfied.




  ‘Azelio was a good man, but he paid a high price for it: one morning he woke to find that he’d gone blind. He had sacrificed his sight to feed his children, so how could he find food

  for them now?




  ‘When his daughter Amata saw what had happened, she told Azelio to rest. She said, “I will go with my co into the forest, and bring back enough seeds for all of us.” The

  children were young and Azelio didn’t want to be parted from them, but he had no choice.




  ‘The forest wasn’t far away, but the plants closest to the edge had been stripped bare long ago. Amata and Amato kept going deeper, hunting for the food that no one else had

  reached.




  ‘After six days, they came to a place where no man or woman had been before. The branches of the trees were so close together that it was impossible to see the sun, and the flowers shone

  without rest, day and night. The wild mother of wheat still grew there, and Amata and Amato filled pouches with its seeds, eating enough to keep up their strength but determined to bring back

  sufficient food to restore their father’s sight.




  ‘Above them, in the trees, the arborine was watching. He had never seen creatures like this before, and it filled him with rage to see them come into his garden and steal his food.




  ‘Amata and Amato gathered all the seeds they could hope to carry, but they were weak from their journey so they decided to rest before setting back for the farm. They hollowed out spaces

  in the soil and lay down to sleep.




  ‘Like the flowers around him, the arborine never slept, so for a long time he didn’t understand the intruders’ condition. But when he finally realised that they were blind to

  the world, he crawled onto a branch above them and reached down to wrap his arms around Amata.




  ‘In his anger, though, he’d misjudged his strength; lifting her up wasn’t easy. Amata was halfway into the trees when she woke, and the arborine’s grip faltered. She

  fought him and broke free, falling to the ground.




  ‘When she hit the ground she was too stunned to move, but she called out to her co to flee. He rose to his feet and began to run, but the arborine was faster, darting from branch to branch

  above him. When Amato tripped on the root of a tree, the arborine reached down and took him. Unlike Amata, the boy was light enough to lift . . . and small enough to swallow.’




  Dario hesitated. ‘It’s not too frightening for you?’ he asked.




  Yalda was squirming inside at the scene he’d described, but she suspected that Dario was merely making fun of Vito’s qualms. She gazed down at him as calmly as she could and replied,

  ‘Not at all. Please go on.’




  ‘Amata was mad with grief,’ Dario continued, ‘but there was nothing she could do. She ran through the forest, trying to imagine what she would tell her father. He had lost his

  sight to save their lives; this news would kill him.




  ‘Then Amata’s way was blocked by a fallen branch, and an idea came to her. She smashed two rocks together until she had a shard sharp enough to cut the wood. And she carved the

  branch into the shape of Amato.




  ‘When she reached the farm, she dropped all the seeds she’d gathered on the ground in front of her father, and he rejoiced at the sound. Then she told him, “Amato is sick from

  his travels; as you lost your sight, he has lost the power of speech. But in time, with rest and food, you will both recover.”




  ‘Azelio was filled with sadness, but when he touched his son’s shoulders the boy still felt strong, so he tried to stay hopeful.




  ‘In the days that followed, they feasted on half the seed, and Azelio took Amata’s word that both his children were sated before he ate. Amata planted the rest of the seed in their

  fields, and it began to grow. With her strength restored, she managed to gather more food from the edge of the forest, and the two of them saw out the famine.




  ‘Azelio’s sight did not return, but he was reconciled to that. What he could not accept was Amato’s unbroken silence.




  ‘The years passed, and finally Azelio said, “It’s time I had grandchildren.” In the hope of provoking a response from his son he added, “Do you have the power to

  make that happen, Amato, or will your co have to do everything herself?”




  ‘Of course there was no reply, and Amata didn’t know how she could keep hiding the truth from her father.




  ‘For twelve days, Amata worked hard to fill every store-hole with food, until there was enough put away for her father to survive for a year. Then, while he was sleeping, she walked away

  from the farm. She had decided to live in the forest, alone, and only return in secret to replenish the stores.’




  Yalda couldn’t help herself now; her whole body shivered with anguish. It wasn’t Amata’s fault that her co had died. What was happening to her was so unfair.




  ‘One night in the forest,’ Dario continued, ‘Amata looked up into the trees and saw the arborine darting from branch to branch. She had grown into a powerful woman, and the

  fearsome creature that had taken her co looked much more weak and vulnerable now.




  ‘Day and night she watched the arborine, studying its ways. The arborine watched her too, but when it saw that she was doing nothing to take revenge, it grew complacent.




  ‘After a while, Amata made a plan. She dug a nest in the ground, and filled it with four small, carved wooden figures. Then she hid beside the nest and waited.




  ‘When the arborine saw the nest and what it thought were Amata’s children, it couldn’t help itself: it reached down to grab one and take it up into the trees. But Amata had

  bound the figures to heavy rocks beneath the soil, and covered them with sticky resin. The arborine was trapped, pinned against a branch of the tree by its own two arms that stretched down to the

  ground.




  ‘Amata climbed up into the tree, and with the shard of stone she’d used to carve the wood she sliced the arborine’s arms off. As it tried to grow more limbs to fight her, she

  leapt on it, spread her mouth wide, and swallowed it whole, just as it had swallowed her co.




  ‘When she jumped back to the ground, Amata felt sick, but she forced herself to keep the arborine inside her. She lay down and tried to sleep, but her body was racked by fevers and

  trembling. After a time, she lost control of her shape: flesh was flowing this way and that, with strange new limbs growing and retreating before her eyes. Amata was sure that the arborine was

  fighting her from within, so she found the shard again and prepared to cut off its head as soon as it showed itself.




  ‘Sure enough, a head budded from her chest, and its four eyes opened. Amata raised the shard and began to bring it down, but then a voice said, “Don’t you recognise me?”

  The head was Amato’s; he had survived inside the arborine all this time, waiting to grow strong enough to fight his way out.




  ‘Amata calmed herself, gathered all her strength, and pushed the flesh of her co to one side of her body until nothing joined them but a narrow tube of skin, thinner than a finger. Then

  she brought down the shard and severed it, setting Amato free.




  ‘They walked out of the forest and back to the farm, where they told Azelio the truth of what had happened. He rejoiced at the sound of his son’s voice, and forgave his daughter for

  deceiving him.




  ‘In time, Azelio was blessed with four grandchildren, and though he never regained his sight he did all he could to help raise them, and in turn they gave him ease and comfort in his old

  age.’




  As Dario fell silent, Yalda struggled to compose herself. She couldn’t stop her passenger feeling the unsteadiness in her gait, but she still had a chance to appear impassive to her

  father, to show him that she could take this gut-wrenching tale in her stride.




  The story hadn’t left her fearful of their destination; she was prepared to be vigilant in the forest, but even if there were arborines still living there a creature that struggled to lift

  an ordinary girl would have no hope of abducting the giant lump.




  What unsettled her more was the question: What if Amato hadn’t been rescued? What if Amata had remained alone? In the story there’d been a magical way to fix everything, but

  Yalda couldn’t help wondering: how would Amata have lived her life if her co had been truly, irrevocably dead?




  Late in the afternoon they came across two young farmers, Bruna and Bruno, heading into the village. Though no one in the family had met them before, after chatting for a while

  Dario discovered that he’d known their grandfather’s brother. Yalda didn’t envy them their long trip; it was one thing to walk this far as an occasional adventure, but to fetch

  routine supplies it would soon become tedious. If there’d been a truck running the length of the road every few days, from the village to the forest and back, everyone’s life would have

  been simpler. But the trucks only came out here to collect the harvest.




  They stopped to eat again just before sunset. The wheat fields still stretched out around them as far as Yalda could see, but the road they’d been following since the start of their

  journey had begun to meander slightly, and its surface had grown uneven. It was enough to puncture the numbing sense of repetition that Yalda had felt when they’d first set out, but it was as

  hard as ever to believe that the fields would come to an end, and that they really were heading out into the wilderness.




  ‘It’s not too much farther,’ Vito promised. ‘We could stop and sleep here, but that would cost us a night in the forest.’ Yalda understood: the whole point was to

  give Dario the benefit of the wild plants’ light, so delaying their arrival until morning would be a terrible waste.




  When they took to the road again Dario soon dozed off. Once Yalda had convinced herself that he was holding onto her securely, she lifted her rear gaze to watch the stars come out. The trails of

  light that emerged were like multicoloured worms struggling across the deepening blackness – though they appeared to be struggling in vain, swept across the sky in a slow whirl but coming no

  closer to their destinations.




  ‘If the stars are so far away,’ she said, ‘that the red light reaches us after the violet . . . why do their trails all point in different directions?’




  ‘Because they’re moving in different directions,’ Vito replied.




  ‘But they’re not!’ Yalda protested. ‘They’re all rising in the east and setting in the west.’




  ‘Ah.’ Vito managed to sound both amused and pleased – as if her question was foolish but welcome nonetheless. ‘When the stars rise and set, that’s the world

  turning, not the motion of the stars themselves.’




  ‘I know.’ He had explained the turning of the world to her before, and Yalda hadn’t forgotten. ‘But what’s the difference? If the violet light reaches us first . .

  . and the world turns while we’re waiting for the red light to catch up . . . shouldn’t that spread the colours across the sky?’




  Vito said, ‘I think you’ve answered your own question. You can see that the trails aren’t lined up east to west.’




  ‘Then I don’t understood anything,’ Yalda declared forlornly.




  Vito buzzed gentle mockery at her melodramatic verdict. ‘You understand a lot,’ he said. ‘You just have to think things through a bit more carefully.’




  Encouraged, Yalda searched the sky for more clues, but instead of receiving any revelatory insight she merely recalled another source of puzzlement. ‘The sun has no trail,’ she

  complained.




  ‘Exactly!’ Vito replied. ‘It can’t be the turning of the world that makes the trails, or the sun would have one too.’




  Yalda closed her rear eyes and tried to picture what was happening. Never mind the stars; if red light was so sluggish, how could the sun cross the sky without leaving a smudge of red in

  its wake, forever lagging behind the swifter greens and blues? ‘Doctor Livia said sunlight is too blue. So does it have no red or green in it at all?’




  ‘No, it has them,’ Vito insisted. ‘Blue is strongest in sunlight, but it has about as much of the other colours as the stars do.’




  ‘Hmm.’ Yalda imagined the sun as a blazing blue-white disc, and the world as a cool grey circle off to one side, slowly turning. ‘Light flies out from the sun, with two

  colours, red and violet, starting the journey side by side. But as surely as Lucia will beat Lucio in a race, the violet light will strike home first – and then the world will turn a little,

  moving the sun across the sky before the red light arrives. So why aren’t the colours spread out?’




  Vito said, ‘You just described a single flash of light leaving the sun. But the sun doesn’t flash, does it? It’s always shining.’




  Yalda was bursting out of her skin with frustration. ‘Then how does it work? How does it make sense?’




  Vito said, ‘Pick a star trail, and tell me exactly what you see.’




  Yalda opened her rear eyes and complied, forcing herself to speak calmly. ‘I see a faint line of light. It’s violet at one end, then along its length it changes to blue, then green,

  then yellow, then red.’




  ‘And are you seeing these colours at different times,’ Vito pressed her, ‘or are you seeing them all at once?’




  ‘All at once. Oh!’ Her father’s simple question had thrown her old mental image into disarray. She’d been picturing red and violet light arriving at different

  times, but apart from reasoning that the sun would move across the sky in the interim, she’d ignored the timing completely, blurring the two events into something she expected to see in the

  same instant. ‘I have to think about what I see at one moment,’ she said, ‘not about the light that leaves the sun at one moment.’




  ‘Yes,’ Vito said. ‘Go on.’




  ‘But how does that change things?’ Yalda wondered. ‘If I see red light and violet light at the same time . . . then the slower, red light must have left the sun

  earlier.’




  ‘Right. So how does that affect what you see?’




  Yalda struggled to picture it. ‘Where the sun is in the sky depends on which way the world is facing when the light arrives, not when it left. The red light left earlier, but that

  makes no difference – we just see whatever reaches us at the time we’re looking. So we see all the sun’s colours in the same place, not spread out in a trail.’




  Vito’s rear eyes widened with approval. ‘That wasn’t too difficult, was it?’




  Yalda was encouraged, but she was still far from confident that everything made sense. ‘And the stars? Why are they so different?’




  ‘The stars are really moving,’ Vito reminded her. ‘Not just rising and setting with the turning of the world. Between the time when the red light we’re seeing now

  left a star, and the time when the violet light we’re seeing now followed it, the star will have moved far enough for us to see the different colours coming from different directions.

  When we look at the sun, the violet light and the red light follow the same road, even though the red light begins the journey earlier. When we look at a star, the violet light’s coming to us

  from a different place, along a different path than the red.’




  Yalda turned this over in her mind. ‘If the stars are really moving,’ she said, ‘then why don’t we see them move?’ The coloured worms were all pinned to the rigid

  black sky, sharing, but never exceeding, the illusory motion that came from the world’s shifting gaze. Why didn’t they advance along their own trails, wriggling out of their

  constellations into fresh new patterns every night?




  Vito said, ‘The stars are moving quickly, but they’re very far away. Even with a keen eye and a perfect memory, it would take us a lifetime to notice any change. But we’re

  lucky, we don’t have to wait that long. Some light trails show us in a single glance what happened over many generations.’




  The red light from the fields around them lit the way now. The familiar glow made Yalda sleepy, though the strength in her limbs was holding out well enough. If Dario could

  cling to her as he dozed, lost to the world but still disciplined enough not to slacken his grip, maybe she could close her own eyes and sleepwalk down the road. If only Vito had brought a rope to

  put around her shoulders and guide her steps, it might not have been a bad idea.




  When she saw the lavish jumble of colours ahead, Yalda wondered if she was fully awake. Vito’s body was partly blocking her view, and the strange apparition jittered around him, revealed

  and hidden in turn by the rhythm of their steps and the undulations of the road.




  The road came to an end. They walked across scrubland strewn with the kind of weeds and low bushes that Yalda spent most of her days uprooting. The plants’ tiny flowers shone up at her

  from around her feet, but the browns and yellows that, back on the farm, marked tiresome blemishes spoiling the wheat’s pure light struck her very differently now. She stepped around them

  gingerly, no more willing to crush them than she would have dared trample a neighbour’s crop.




  The nearest of the trees weren’t tall and, though it was hard to be sure in the unfamiliar setting, Yalda thought she’d seen their like in uncultivated corners of the farm, or lining

  the streets of the village. They might have been sisters to the scrub plants; their muted colours were much the same. Behind them, though, exotic giants loomed, strewn with blossoms of every

  hue.




  Dario stirred and opened his eyes. Yalda expected him to mutter some complaint about the lengths to which they’d gone for the sake of quackery, but instead he gazed up at the lights in

  thoughtful silence. Perhaps he was lost in reverie, drawn back to memories of his youthful adventures with Daria.




  Yalda followed Vito into the forest. The undergrowth soon became too thick for her to avoid treading on the smaller plants, and she had no choice but to keep her soles as hard as she’d

  made them for the pebble-strewn road; if she’d softened her feet, as she did when she worked in the flower bed, the sharper stems would have lacerated her skin in no time.




  She kept her front gaze locked to the ground, measuring every step, but after a while she grew confident enough to lift her rear eyes from her passenger towards the festooned branches above.

  Flowers wider than her shoulders shone up into the darkness, their violet petals draped across a network of supporting vines; she could not see their light directly, but the glow seeping through

  each petal’s underside was bright enough to cast shadows. Around these monsters, smaller blooms in shades of orange, green and yellow crowded every branch and twig.




  When they passed through a swarm of mites, Dario shuddered and cursed; Yalda could shake off the insects herself with barely a thought, but her grandfather’s skin was not so fast to unseat

  them. He unwrapped two of his arms from around her torso and began to flail at the creatures, stretching the stubby fingers that had locked his hands together into broad fans better suited to

  sweeping the nuisance away.




  As they threaded their way between the trees, the violet behemoths overhead gave way to a kind of cousin, slightly smaller, with intense green flowers sprouting from the vines that had

  previously been bare. Some of these faced down into the undergrowth, dazzling the travellers; others were turned towards the sky. Yalda tried to picture how the forest would appear from high above

  the trees, a giant’s flower bed beside the staid red wheat fields.




  Vito stopped and looked around. They’d reached a small clearing where the flowers were as bright and varied as Doctor Livia could have wished, while the trees were not too closely spaced

  nor the undergrowth too tangled. If the forest held a better place to spend the night they could have searched until dawn before finding it.




  Vito addressed his father. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘This will do.’ Dario turned to Yalda. ‘No arborines here, I promise.’




  ‘They don’t frighten me,’ she said.




  When Dario had climbed down, Yalda began resorbing the top halves of her long front legs. She was too tired to think carefully about her shape, but all it really took to regain her old posture

  was a forceful renunciation of the wariness she’d cultivated during the trip, when relaxing back to normality would have sent her grandfather sprawling onto the road.




  Vito emptied his pouches onto the ground and made himself bipedal too, then he and Yalda worked together to dig spaces for the three of them to sleep. The roots of the plants ran deep, and

  Yalda’s fingers had to bifurcate three or four times to slip into the soil alongside them and prise the whole mass loose; still, with her father helping, the whole task was not too daunting.

  The worms whose homes she was wrecking were fatter and feistier than those she was used to, and after realising that they weren’t simply going to flee from her touch she started flinging them

  away across the clearing.




  By the time the three indentations were ready, Yalda was almost asleep on her feet. As Dario waddled towards his bed on two short legs – the only limbs he was now sporting – he

  turned to Yalda. ‘Thanks for bringing me here, Vita. You did a good job.’




  Yalda didn’t correct him; whatever was going through his mind, he’d managed to make the compliment sound sincere. Vito shared a glance with her that she took to express amused

  concurrence with Dario’s sentiment, then he bid her goodnight.




  Yalda was exhausted, but she stood for a while beside her grandfather, gazing down at his sleeping form. Giusto had claimed that he’d seen Dario glowing yellow at night. If they wanted to

  judge the efficacy of Doctor Livia’s cure, shouldn’t they check for this symptom, both now and when they returned? Yalda had noticed that she cast a multitude of shadows, so she’d

  hoped to see how Dario appeared from within them – but alas, none was deep enough to reveal what light, if any, was emerging from his skin. Wherever she stood, she couldn’t shield him

  from every flower at once and observe the luminosity of his body alone.




  It was frustrating, but as she gave up and crawled into bed, Yalda thought of the bright side. If any light emerging from Dario’s skin was so faint that it was hidden by the forest’s

  glare, surely that meant that whatever hue he’d been losing back on the farm was now being replenished faster than it was leaking away.




  She wriggled deeper into the cool soil, squashing a few worms who’d escaped her earlier evictions, and gazed up into the violet backlight. She thought about the arborine – skulking

  along the branches somewhere, angrier than the worms – but if he came for her in the night she’d been forewarned. And if he snatched the men, smaller morsels that they were, she’d

  forgo Amata’s tortuous history of guilt and redemption and just cut them free first thing in the morning.




  To Yalda’s delight, the forest by day did show some fidelity to Dario’s story: many of the smaller flowers in the undergrowth, shielded from sunlight by the canopy

  of branches, really did retain their radiance.




  Most of the clearing, though, was not entirely sheltered from the sky. With the violet flowers curled up into crumpled sacs, sunlight spilled through the net of vines that had supported their

  outstretched petals, mottling the ground with brightness.




  After breakfast Yalda dug storage holes for the loaves they’d brought, and Vito used some of the groundflower petals in which they’d been wrapped as lining. Yalda didn’t trust

  the worms here to obey the usual rules, but her father assured her that the pungent scent of the petals would keep any vermin away.




  Once that job was finished, Yalda had nothing left to do but gaze into the forest. It was a strange situation; if she’d been moping around on the farm Vito would have quickly found her a

  task, and if there’d been no work at all her cousins and siblings would have dragged her into some game or other with their usual boisterous energy.




  At noon Vito brought out three more loaves. Dario remained half-buried as he ate, emitting unselfconscious chirps of pleasure. Yalda stood watching the slight movements of the branches around

  her, trying to unravel their causes. Over the course of the morning she had learnt to tell the difference between the swaying motion brought on by the wind, which was shared by many branches at

  once, and the trembling of a single branch when a small lizard ran along it. Sometimes she could even spot the successive rebounds when a lizard launched itself from one branch and landed on

  another.




  ‘What do lizards eat?’ Yalda asked Vito.




  ‘Insects, maybe,’ he replied. ‘I’m not sure.’




  Yalda contemplated the second part of his reply. How could he not be sure? Were there things about the world that adults didn’t know? Dario offered no verdict on the lizards’ diet,

  and though he might just have been too preoccupied to bother, Yalda was beginning to wonder if she’d misunderstood something important. She’d thought that every adult’s role was

  to instruct their children and answer their questions, until the children knew all there was to know – by which time they were adults too. But if some answers weren’t passed down from

  generation to generation, where did they come from?




  Judging that it would be impolite to probe the extent of Dario’s knowledge in his hearing, Yalda waited until he had dozed off again.




  ‘Who taught you about the stars?’ she asked Vito. ‘All those things you were telling me last night?’ She had never heard Dario speak about the origin of the colour

  trails.




  Vito said, ‘I learnt that from your mother.’




  ‘Oh!’ Yalda was astonished; how could you learn anything from someone your own age? ‘But who taught it to her?’




  ‘She had a friend, a girl named Clara.’ Vito spoke slowly, as if the subject required some special effort to address. ‘Clara went to school. She’d tell your mother about

  the things she’d learnt, and then your mother would explain them to me.’




  Yalda knew there was a school in the village, but she’d always thought its purpose was to train people for unfamiliar jobs, not to answer their questions about the stars.




  ‘I wish I could have met her,’ she said.




  ‘Clara?’




  ‘My mother.’




  Vito said wryly, ‘That’s like wishing you could fly.’




  Yalda had heard the phrase before, but now it struck her as an odd choice for the epitome of unattainability. ‘What if we stretched our arms wide, like a mite’s

  wings—’




  ‘People have tried that,’ Vito assured her. ‘We’re too heavy, and too weak; it just doesn’t work.’




  ‘Oh.’ Yalda returned to the subject of her mother. ‘What else did she teach you?’




  Vito had to think about that. ‘A little bit of writing. But I’m not sure I remember much.’




  ‘Show me! Please!’ Yalda wasn’t sure what the point of writing was, but the prospect of seeing her own father perform the elaborate trick was irresistible.




  Vito did resist, but not for long. ‘I’ll try,’ he said. ‘But you’ll need to be patient with me.’




  He stood for a while, silent and motionless. Then the skin of his chest began to tremble, as if he were shooing off insects, and Yalda noticed some strange, curved ridges starting to appear.

  They weren’t holding still, though; they were slipping away across his body. Yalda could see him struggling to keep them in place, but he wasn’t succeeding.




  Vito relaxed, smoothing out his skin. Then he tried again. This time, a single, short ridge formed near the centre of his chest, and though it quivered a bit it more or less stayed put. Then, as

  Yalda watched, it bent in on itself until it formed a crude circle.




  ‘The sun!’ she said.




  ‘Let’s see if I can do the next one.’ Vito’s tympanum grew taut with concentration as the ridge spread out and re-formed, winding itself into five wide loops.




  ‘A flower!’




  ‘One more.’ The flower split apart and the lines that had formed the petals softened. But then the fragments came together in a new configuration and the ridges grew sharp and clear

  again.




  ‘An eye!’




  ‘All right, three symbols, that’s enough!’ Vito’s shoulders sagged.




  ‘Teach me how to do it!’ Yalda pleaded.




  ‘It’s not easy,’ Vito said. ‘It takes a lot of practice.’




  ‘There’s nothing else to do here,’ Yalda pointed out. She would have happily gone exploring in the forest instead, chasing the lizards to find out what they ate, but they

  couldn’t leave Dario behind.




  ‘I suppose we could try one symbol,’ Vito said reluctantly.




  He beckoned to her, and Yalda knelt down so she was closer to her father’s height. He sharpened a finger and began scratching gently on her chest, never moving from the same small spot.

  Soon his touch was as irritating as the attentions of any insect.




  Yalda squirmed; her skin was quivering, but that was giving her no respite. A mite would be swiftly unseated, but this prodding finger was far too heavy to dislodge.




  ‘Don’t move your shoulders!’ Vito reprimanded her. ‘Just use your skin. It’s something you’re doing dozens of times a day already, but you have to learn to

  control it more precisely.’




  ‘I don’t see any shapes yet,’ Yalda complained.




  Vito said, ‘Be patient! The first thing is to make yourself aware of what’s going on under your skin. Then you can try to shift the point where it’s happening.’




  It was harder than changing her posture, harder than reshaping her hands, harder than anything Yalda had tried to do with her body before. Most transformations took some effort, but once she

  pushed herself her instincts took over. This was different: the only thing her instincts wanted her to do was stop wasting her time with this ineffectual shuddering and simply sweep away the

  nuisance with her hands.




  But she persisted. Her mother had learnt to do this, taught by her friend, then passed on the skill to her father. Impossible or not, her mother’s finger was prodding her, urging

  her to keep on trying to tame the swarm of tiny muscles beneath her skin.




  By the time the clearing fell into gloom and the violet flowers above them unfurled across their nets, Yalda had made her own sun, written on her skin. As she peered down at her chest the dark

  circle writhed like a worm chewing its tail, then broke apart.




  Vito looked wearier from his efforts than she was. ‘Well done,’ he said.




  ‘Can I show Dario?’ He’d be amazed, Yalda thought. Not one day in school, and here she was writing!




  Vito said, ‘Your grandfather’s tired. Let’s not bother him with this.’




  Yalda woke, confused for a moment by the brightness of the clearing. It wasn’t morning; she’d been roused from her sleep by the sound of Dario humming with

  distress.




  She turned to look towards him, then rose to her feet for a clearer view. At first she’d thought that a strong wind must have blown through the forest, tearing petals from the trees and

  strewing them over his body as he slept. But the patches of luminous yellow belonged to his skin.




  Yalda knelt by Dario’s bed; his eyes were closed but he was thrashing from side to side. She could feel mites coming and going all around him; she tried waving them away, but they were

  persistent.




  She called out to Vito, ‘Father! Help me!’




  As Vito stirred, the haze of sleep cleared from Yalda’s vision and the throng of mites came into sharper focus. Those that were descending onto Dario’s body appeared perfectly

  ordinary, but those rising up into the forest again, having bitten him, were imbued with their own small share of the strange yellow light. Yalda had never seen anything like it; when an insect fed

  on a flower it did not take on its glow.




  She looked up to see Vito standing across the bed from her. ‘He’s in pain,’ she said. ‘I think the insects are troubling him.’ She widened her hands and fanned more

  vigorously, hoping that her father would join in.




  ‘The heat!’ Dario protested miserably. ‘Is this what childbirth is like? Is this my punishment?’ His eyes remained firmly closed. Yalda doubted that he knew where he was

  or who was tending to him.




  Vito said nothing, but he knelt and began swatting at the insects himself. Yalda peered down at Dario, hoping for a sign that their efforts were bringing him some respite from his suffering. A

  new patch of radiance had appeared, a shimmering yellow smudge that appeared to be leaking out from a tear in his skin. It was spreading at an alarming rate, as if it was made of some unimaginably

  soft resin. Yalda had never seen anything move so freely, other than the finest dust – but despite the steady breeze this wasn’t scattering like dust.




  ‘What is that?’ she asked Vito.




  ‘I don’t know. Some kind of . . . liquid.’




  Vito spoke the last word with an air of dismay, but before Yalda could ask him what it meant the whole clearing lit up, brighter than day. She closed her eyes instinctively; when she opened them

  the light was gone, but everything looked darker, as if she’d been staring into the sun.




  ‘We have to leave,’ Vito declared abruptly.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Your grandfather’s dying. We can’t help him any more.’




  Yalda was stunned. ‘We can’t abandon him!’




  Vito said, ‘Listen to me: we can’t help him, and it’s not safe to stay with him.’




  Dario gave no indication that his son’s terrible verdict had reached him through the thicket of his pain and confusion. As Yalda rose to her feet, forcing herself to obey Vito even though

  she couldn’t bring herself to believe him, a speck of light hovering in the distance ahead of her erupted into painful, blinding brilliance. As she covered her front pair of eyes with her

  arm, she thought: That was a mite. The mites that had fed from Dario’s skin and stolen his light were burning up, and each tiny blaze was brighter than the sun.




  Still half-blind, she stumbled around Dario’s bed towards her father. ‘We’re leaving the forest?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Should I bring the food?’




  ‘There’s no time.’




  Vito leant down and whispered something to his father. Then he stood and led the way out of the clearing. Yalda stole a glance at Dario then tore herself away. She would not accept that his fate

  was sealed; she would not say goodbye.




  ‘Close your rear eyes,’ Vito told her sternly. ‘Stay close to me and don’t look back.’




  Yalda obeyed. A third burst of light came from the clearing – behind her now, but even the glare reflected from the branches ahead was dazzling. Dark traces lingered on her vision, a

  second ghostly forest imprinted on the first, complicating everything.




  ‘I don’t understand!’ she said. ‘I thought the light here would make him better!’ If she forced her father to remember Doctor Livia’s pronouncement, and tie

  what they were seeing to that, maybe he’d change his mind and turn back.




  ‘We tried,’ Vito said, stricken. ‘But some things can’t be healed.’




  Yalda pushed her way through the branches angrily, relying on touch more than sight; she was barely registering the ongoing flashes, but the after-images kept building up until she was no longer

  sure which looming obstacles were real. Even in the depths of his illness Dario had retained his gruff affection for her. How could she walk away from him?




  They emerged from the forest and headed back towards the road. Maybe the mites were actually helping, drawing the poison out of Dario’s body. Dying in his stead. If they stopped to

  rest, Yalda decided, she’d sneak back while Vito was asleep. If Dario had survived, healed by the self-immolating insects, she could carry him out to rejoin his son.




  The ground ahead of her brightened unbearably then a rush of air knocked her flat. She tried to call out, but her tympanum had seized up, leaving her both mute and deaf. She crawled across the

  weeds; they looked like dead husks, but she couldn’t tell if they’d really been transformed or whether it was her vision that had been stripped bare. She groped around, sure that Vito

  was close but afraid to lift her gaze to search for him. Then she felt him reach out to her and they held each other tightly.




  They stayed there, huddled together on the ground. Her father’s embrace was not enough to make her feel safe, but it was all there was.




  Yalda woke to a brightening sky and the sound of insects. Vito was awake, crouched beside her, but he remained silent as she stood to survey the aftermath.




  The forest was still standing but the closest part was visibly thinned and damaged, as if a giant had reached down and pummelled it. Some of the low bushes around them were dead. Yalda’s

  skin was tender as she moved.




  ‘He’s gone,’ she said. Dario could not have survived at the centre of this destruction – let alone survived being the cause of it.




  ‘Yes.’ Vito rose to his feet and put an arm around her to comfort her. ‘It’s sad that we’ve lost him, but remember that he had a long life. And most men go to the

  soil, to decay like straw. Only a few go to light.’




  ‘Is that a good thing?’ Yalda had seen how much pain Dario had been in at the end, but she had nothing with which to compare it.




  ‘It’s good that we left him in time,’ Vito said, avoiding her question. ‘It would not have made him happier to take us with him.’




  ‘No.’ Yalda felt her whole body shaking with an involuntary hum of grief. Vito held her until she was still again.




  ‘We should start moving,’ he suggested gently. ‘It would be best if we reached the farm before night.’




  Yalda looked back towards the ruined edge of the forest.




  ‘When I get old,’ she said, ‘what will happen to me?’




  ‘Hush,’ Vito said. ‘That’s the way of men. No daughter of mine is going to die.’
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  In the spring following her grandfather’s death, Yalda joined her cousins, her uncle and her father in the harvest for the first time. While Lucia and Lucio dashed around

  gathering up spills and wheeling the grain carts between the filling points – as Yalda had done the year before – the harvesters themselves marched steadily back and forth between the

  rows of wheat.




  Working with two hands at once, Yalda plucked the seed cases from the stalks on either side of her, squeezed them until they popped, emptied them into the pouches she’d formed, then

  dropped the cases on the ground. It wasn’t heavy work, like digging a store-hole, but the sheer repetitiveness of it took its toll. Though she’d toughened the wedge-shaped fingers

  she’d made to prise open the cases, after a while they started to yield to the pressure and she had to stop and re-form them. And when her arms and hands grew too sore to continue, she had no

  choice but to extrude a new pair and rest the muscles she’d been using. She was yet to acquire the endurance of a seasoned harvester, but her size alone had its advantages. While her male

  cousins cycled between two pairs of arms, and Claudia, Aurelia and the men three, by mid-afternoon Yalda was on her fifth pair, with the flesh that had formed the first still tucked away deep in

  her chest, recuperating.




  At the end of each row she emptied her pouches into one of the grain carts that her brother and sister were nudging along the cross-paths, then she turned into the next row to start all over

  again. Giusto had told her that after the first day her body would refine her posture to make the work easier, but that there was no point in anyone instructing her on how to get there sooner: the

  adjustment was different for each person, and better achieved through instinct than imitation.




  By dusk Yalda was exhausted, but it was satisfying to see how high the yellow grain was piled in the carts. She helped Lucio push one to the central bin that the merchant’s truck had left

  for them to fill.




  ‘If I join the harvest next year,’ Lucio asked her, ‘who’ll handle the carts?’




  ‘We’ll take turns,’ Yalda replied, trying her best to make the guess sound authoritative. Questions were for someone whose opinion was worth seeking: an older cousin, not a

  sibling. But apparently her size alone, having won her a place in the harvest, had come to mean more than her true age.




  Everyone sat leaning against the huge bin as they ate the evening meal. Yalda gazed up at the darkening sky and listened to her father and uncle enthusing about the yield and the quality of the

  grain, while Aurelia teased Claudio by repeatedly punching him on the arm and then taking his retribution without flinching. Yalda felt peaceful; she still missed Dario, but she knew the good

  harvest would have pleased him.




  Later, as the other children were scrambling into their beds, Yalda spotted one of the grain carts sitting at the end of its row, still full. She thought of calling Lucia to deal with it, but

  whatever the privileges of her new-found seniority-by-size, she didn’t want to set herself above her own sister. She went to wheel the cart in herself.




  When she had brought it to the foot of the ramp leading up to the top of the bin, she paused to straighten the wheels. ‘I just don’t want to lose a good worker like that!’ she

  heard Giusto complain. They were on opposite sides of the bin, but his voice was clear.




  ‘She’ll still be with us at harvest time,’ her father replied.




  ‘A few days a year! And for how many years?’




  Vito said, ‘I promised her mother: if any of the children showed signs that they’d benefit from an education, I’d do my best to send them to school.’




  ‘She never saw this one in the field!’ Giusto retorted. ‘If she’d known what she’d be asking us to give up, I doubt she would have been so insistent.’




  Vito was unmoved. ‘She’d have wanted every one of her children to have the best life they could.’




  ‘I’ll teach her to recite the sagas,’ Giusto promised. ‘That will keep her mind busy.’ Yalda recoiled; Dario’s stories had been entertaining, but Giusto could

  ramble on for half the night, listing the unlikely deeds of a dozen tedious heroes.




  ‘It’s not just about her getting bored with farm work,’ Vito said. ‘She’s never going to find a co-stead hanging around here.’




  ‘Does that matter?’ Giusto replied, bemused. ‘She works as hard as any four children. And it’s not as if she’s your only chance at grandchildren.’




  Yalda clomped noisily up the ramp and emptied the cart into the bin; when the sound of falling grain had died away the conversation had come to an end.




  By the time Yalda climbed into bed even Aurelia was asleep, too tired for their usual exchange of whispered jokes and taunts before the adults joined them. Yalda lay watching the stars in flight

  – trailing histories unadorned by bombast and braggadocio, just waiting for her to learn how to decipher them.




  The possibility of school was thrilling: it meant walking right into the storehouse of knowledge, the source of all the answers to the questions she struggled with. At school, she could find out

  how the stars shone, how her flesh changed its shape, how plants knew night from day.




  But nobody went to school merely to satisfy their curiosity; they went to learn new skills that their own families couldn’t give them. A farmer’s child who studied did not stay on

  the farm. They went out into the world and left their old life behind.




  On the evening of the last day of the harvest, the merchant’s truck returned to carry away the grain. Yalda stood and watched while Vito, Giusto and the truck’s

  driver, Silvana, manoeuvred the ramp the harvesters had used to fill the bin into position for a new purpose: to slide the bin itself up onto the back of the truck.




  Chains were unwound from the truck’s winch and hooked to the edge of the bin. As the engine clattered and the winch began to turn, a swarm of sparks rose from the truck’s chimney and

  drifted away into the gloom, like the mites in the forest ascending from Dario’s skin.




  The bin was jutting over the top of the ramp, poised ready to tip down and sit flat on the truck’s bed, when the engine suddenly cut out. Silvana leapt from the cab and tugged open a hatch

  at the side of the vehicle.




  Yalda gazed into the labyrinth of machinery, entranced. Silvana saw her, and with a friendly gesture invited her to come closer. ‘This is the fuel,’ she said, taking the lid off a

  hopper full of orange powder. ‘And this is the liberator.’ A second, smaller hopper fed a fine grey dust in from the front. ‘The fuel wants to become light, but it can’t do

  it alone. Mix it with the liberator, though . . .’ Silvana brought her hands together, then rapidly drew them apart. ‘Both of them turn to light and hot gas. The gas forces up the

  piston, which turns the crankshaft. Then the gears connect that motion either to the wheels at the front, or the winch.’




  Yalda had been told not to pester strangers with her questions, but this woman’s generosity and enthusiasm emboldened her. ‘Why did it stop working?’




  ‘Just a blockage, I think.’ Silvana opened a smaller access hatch below the two hoppers and started tapping along the length of a pipe. ‘You can hear it, when they get clogged

  up. Ah, yes.’ She tapped the same point repeatedly to demonstrate the dulled sound, then she fetched a hammer from the cab and whacked the pipe with alarming force. There was a spasm deep in

  the truck’s body, and sparks rose from the chimney again, but the engine did not start up in earnest; this was just the fuel that had been trapped finally meeting its fate.




  ‘What are the sparks?’ Yalda asked.




  ‘When the mixture’s not quite right,’ Silvana replied, ‘some of the fuel’s still burning as it comes out with the gas.’ She nudged a knob below the fuel

  hopper, turning it a barely perceptible amount. ‘That controls the outlet from the tank. As the pipes get encrusted you need to make adjustments.’




  Silvana returned to the cab and started the engine, hauling the bin up into place, then Giusto helped her secure it for the journey.




  As the truck drove off, Giusto approached his brother. ‘What a waste, training a woman to do that,’ he declared. ‘In a few years they’ll just need someone new.’




  Vito didn’t reply. Yalda thought of Doctor Livia; the news in the village was that she’d given birth, and her father was seeing all her old patients. Yalda had returned from the

  forest convinced that Doctor Livia’s advice to Dario had been worthless. But then she’d started wondering if the true reason for proposing the journey had been to lessen the risk to a

  dying man’s family, when the honest prognosis might have been impossible for them to accept.




  Lucio and Lucia fetched the loaves for the evening meal. It was late, and everyone was tired; they ate sprawled on the flattened ground where the bin had sat. Tomorrow the whole family would go

  into the village to celebrate, spending some of the money that the harvest had brought them. Yalda was proud of the part she’d played but she felt an odd pang of regret that it was over; the

  work had come to an end just as her body was growing used to it.




  Without warning, a line of light streaked across the sky. Long and slender, dazzlingly bright and richly coloured, it disappeared beyond the horizon before Yalda could let out a chirp of

  astonishment.




  It was Claudia who spoke first. ‘What was that?’




  ‘A shooting star,’ Giusto replied. ‘A shooting star, fast and low!’




  Yalda waited for her father to correct him; Vito had pointed out shooting stars to her many times, and they had never looked like that. She closed her eyes to try to bring back the apparition.

  The streak of light had come and gone in an instant, but she was sure it had contained a clear progression of colours – a trail like a star’s, but vastly longer. Shooting stars were

  lumps of rock falling through the air, having drifted by chance into the path of the world; they did not move so rapidly that the colours of their light were separated. Their trails were nothing

  but a fire in the air that kept burning for a moment or two as they passed.




  When Vito remained silent, Yalda could not contain herself. ‘That wasn’t a shooting star,’ she said. ‘It was too fast.’




  ‘How do you know that?’ Giusto demanded. ‘What if it was travelling just above us?’ He was trying to sound amused, but Yalda could tell he was affronted that any child

  would presume to correct him. He stood up and took a few steps towards her, then swiped his arm along a wide arc, almost slapping her. ‘Even my hand can cross the sky for you before you

  flinch, if it’s close enough.’




  Yalda wanted to say something about the colour trail, but the strange object had vanished so quickly. What if no one else had noticed the pattern she’d seen?




  ‘And if it wasn’t a shooting star,’ her uncle concluded triumphantly, ‘what was it?’




  Yalda had no reply. She could not name or describe anything that could race from horizon to horizon in an instant, spilling its colours across a third of the sky.




  Silvana, who made light in her engine every day, might have known the answer. Clara would surely have known, and would have told her friend Vita. But if her mother had chosen to keep a few of

  the secrets of light from Vito, Yalda couldn’t blame her.




  She lowered her gaze and let Giusto believe that she had deferred to his wisdom and accepted his claim. She had to be patient. In school, she would discover everything.




  On the first day of class, Vito walked with Yalda into the village. He’d told her that he had business to conduct, but she suspected that he would have accompanied her

  anyway.




  ‘In the old days,’ Vito mused as a truck rattled past them, ‘they used to say there was no point in educating boys. They believed that a mother’s knowledge shaped her

  children from birth, while anything their father tried to pass on to them only went skin deep. To educate a girl was to invest in every future generation; to educate a boy was to turn your wealth

  into straw.’




  Yalda had never heard of such ideas before; they had to come from older days than Dario’s youth. ‘Do you think that’s true?’




  Vito said, ‘I don’t believe an education’s wasted on anyone who takes it seriously, boy or girl.’




  ‘But do you think a mother’s knowledge is passed on to her children?’




  Vito said, ‘Clever as you are, I’ve never heard you speak a word of your mother’s that didn’t reach you through me.’




  They entered the village from the south-east corner and detoured around the crowded markets in favour of the quieter tree-lined avenues. The small parks they crossed were mostly empty of people,

  but Yalda’s gaze kept turning to the trees; since her trip into the forest she found herself noticing far more easily than before the lizards scuttling along their branches.




  The school was enclosed by a thick hedge of matted twigs that Yalda had no trouble peering over; the broad square of bare ground within was twice divided by similar barriers. There were four

  classes, Vito explained; he led Yalda to the corner where the youngest students were gathering.




  ‘Don’t let anyone discourage you,’ he said.




  Yalda had heard enough of Giusto’s comments to know what her father meant. ‘I won’t,’ she assured him.




  Vito left her, and Yalda walked through the gap in the hedge.




  There were almost four dozen children assembled in this part of the square; maybe half were lone boys, while the rest looked like paired cos. Yalda searched hopefully for another unaccompanied

  girl, but then she forced herself to stop fretting. She tried meeting the gaze of some of the students who were chatting in a small group in front of her, but nobody acknowledged her and she was

  too shy to intrude into their conversation.




  The teacher arrived, calling to the children for silence then introducing himself as Angelo. He herded them into a tight cluster away from the hedge, then instructed them to sit and watch him

  carefully.




  Yalda glanced at her neighbours; they were both boys, about half her size. ‘I’m Fulvio,’ whispered the boy on her right.




  ‘I’m Yalda.’




  ‘Today,’ Angelo began, ‘we’ll learn the symbols and their names.’ Chatter from the other classes, still teacherless, filled the air, but Yalda forced herself to

  concentrate.




  Angelo formed a circle on his chest, as quickly and sharply as if it had been stamped there by a wheel pressed against his body. ‘This is called “the sun,” ’ he said.

  Yalda was expecting him to ask them to try to reproduce the symbol on their own skin, but after repeating the name several times he moved straight on to the flower; this lesson was to be about

  committing the shapes and names to memory, not about writing anything themselves.




  Yalda listened dutifully as Angelo worked his way through ten dozen symbols; she had never known that there were so many. By the time he’d finished it was close to noon, and he asked some

  of the children to fetch loaves from a store-hole and hand them out.




  As they ate, Angelo walked among them asking for their names and the names of their fathers. Yalda felt an odd sense of trepidation when he approached her, as if her right to join the class

  might be in doubt, but when she gave her reply he moved on without another word. Whatever the shifting beliefs of the wider world as to who was worth educating, Vito must have paid this man some of

  the money from the harvest, and that was all it took to be permitted to attend.




  ‘Where’s your co?’ Fulvio asked her, the crumbs spilling from his mouth bouncing off his tympanum as he spoke.




  ‘Where’s yours?’ Yalda retorted.




  ‘Working,’ Fulvio replied.




  ‘She ate her co,’ the boy on her left said; Yalda had heard him give his name as Roberto. ‘How else does anyone get so bloated?’




  ‘That’s right, I ate him,’ Yalda agreed. ‘But sometimes he still wants to come out and play.’ She raised a hint of a head-shaped lump in the middle of her chest,

  like Amato in the story; Roberto quailed, then leapt to his feet and fled to the far side of the class.




  Fulvio reached out and prodded the lump with one finger, then chirped with delight. ‘Can you teach me to do that?’




  ‘Why? No one will believe you ate your brother.’




  ‘What about a younger cousin?’




  ‘Perhaps,’ Yalda conceded.




  ‘So you’re a solo?’




  ‘What do you think?’ Yalda resorbed the fake head; other children had started staring.




  ‘I don’t know, I never met a solo before,’ Fulvio confessed. ‘You’ve really got no brothers or sisters?’




  Yalda tried to be patient with him; her neighbours had all simply known about her, she hadn’t had to spell things out for them. ‘I’ve got a brother and a sister, Lucio and

  Lucia. My mother had three children.’




  ‘Oh.’ Fulvio’s eyes widened with relief. ‘That’s not so bad. It would be lonely if she’d had just one.’




  Yalda was on the verge of irritably declaring that it was impossible for a woman to have just one child, but then it struck her that she wasn’t entirely sure that that was true.

  ‘I live with four cousins too,’ she said. ‘I promise you it’s not lonely at all.’




  Angelo called the class to order and began working his way through the symbols again, this time inviting his students to shout out the names as the shapes appeared on his skin. Yalda had

  forgotten half of them already; some of the symbols looked like nothing in the world, and their names were equally baffling. But even when the responses dropped from deafening choruses to shy

  whispers, there were always three or four children who knew the answers.




  When Angelo announced that they’d finished for the day, Yalda was frustrated; she knew she had to learn to read and write before anything else, and she hadn’t even managed to

  complete the first step of that journey.




  ‘Where do you live?’ Fulvio asked her as they left the schoolyard.




  ‘On our farm, east of the village. You?’




  ‘On the west side,’ he replied. ‘My father has a refinery, so we live right next to it.’




  ‘What kind of refinery?’




  ‘Truck fuel.’




  Yalda was intrigued, but she kept her curiosity in check; the courteous thing was to ask about people’s family. ‘What about your cousins?’




  ‘They’re close by. My uncle’s family is in the same business.’




  Yalda didn’t want to part from her new friend immediately by retracing the route she’d taken with her father, so she steered a middle way and walked due south as they chatted, until

  they ended up near the centre of the village.




  ‘Should we cut through the markets?’ she asked. She had no money, but she was happy just to wander around the stalls, trying to guess the ingredients in the fancier foods or the

  origins of the strange trinkets.




  ‘Of course,’ Fulvio replied.




  No sooner had they plunged into the crowd than Yalda spied a stall full of artificial flowers, made from some kind of polished, translucent stone. They wouldn’t look like much at night,

  she guessed, but the way they caught the afternoon sun really did mimic a petal’s glow. How could anyone have fashioned such a thing, so delicate and precise? As she walked past the stall her

  rear gaze lingered on the sparkling curios, but then she spotted a dye wheel up ahead, the pits arranged around its wooden disc filled with vivid powders of various hues. The stall-holder was

  demonstrating their quality for a customer, raising a series of decorative patterns on the palm of her hand and then sprinkling a different dye over each design before pressing it onto a square of

  paper.




  ‘What about some groundnuts?’ Fulvio asked.




  ‘What about them?’ By the time Yalda had turned to him he had already concluded the transaction, and he passed her a conically wrapped petal full of the expensive delicacies.




  ‘But—’




  ‘It’s all right, I got two.’ Fulvio showed her his other hand.




  ‘Thank you.’ Yalda was embarrassed by his profligacy, but she didn’t want to be rude. She tried the nuts. The flavour was strong, and strange to her, but after a moment she

  decided that she liked it.




  She said, ‘I don’t think they grow around here.’




  Fulvio buzzed amusement. ‘They bring them from the Shining Valley, three severances away; that’s practically on the other side of the world.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘By train from Mount Respite to Jade City and Red Towers, then by truck to Shattered Hill and Sunstone and then here.’ Fulvio spoke as confidently as if he’d ridden alongside a

  consignment himself. Yalda’s astonishment must have shown in her eyes, because he added by way of explanation, ‘I hear the truck drivers talking all the time, when they’re buying

  fuel.’
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