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This story begins at dawn, when the first threads of white light began to separate from the night sky. No moon was visible, but endless stars glimmered above. The sun rose slowly over Alferra, a coastal land with houses tucked away in the hills and mountains. The deep ocean gushed forth, swallowing the shoreline in repeated motions, always coming and going, unable to stop.


The days were starting to cool as summer faded away in Alferra, the sea air bringing with it a cold bite in the mornings. Down by the bottom of the mountains there was a small house, close to the shore, but surrounded by trees. You could always hear the waves crashing against the rocks and smell the briny scent of the ocean, such was the house’s proximity to the deep blue.


The ocean carried many mysteries, and young Aya loved to imagine its endless possibilities. But nothing made her more curious than the vast, mysterious sky that stretched above it, especially at night . . .


Alferra was a curious place for some, and entirely boring for others. But for young Aya, it was a land that teetered between reality and myth, with tales that had made her into the person she was today. Stories of merpeople who could only be seen during the twilight hours bobbing at the surface of the sea; of spirits that roamed the villages at night in search of young children; of terrifying creatures who waited for their victims in the deepest part of the woods.


These tales were as old as time, designed to stop you wandering out at night and to keep you safely indoors. With no houses nearby for at least a mile, Aya didn’t go out much, and she felt rather secluded in her two-storey, rickety wooden house that rattled with the cold wind and leaked with water when the rain fell.


It was often the fierce wind shaking her window panes that woke Aya in the mornings, or the crowing of that blasted rooster in her mother’s garden. Aya was not fond of the mornings, she much preferred the night, when she could count the millions of stars that glittered above Alferra, or try to make out the many faces of the moon.


Just as night always fell, though, so too did the sun always rise, and so Aya had to get ready for the day. She tried to cram her pillow around her ears so she could sleep a little longer, ignoring the rooster hollering away outside, but the pillow was useless against its screeching. Aya grumbled to herself as she got ready, washing and dressing at a snail’s pace. On the days when Aya had school, she moved especially slowly.


After saying her morning prayers, Aya made her way down the creaky wooden stairs and found her mother preparing breakfast at the stove. Her mother kissed her head as Aya ventured out to the small farm in their garden to complete her morning chores.


This was how every morning began for Aya: throwing out seeds for the chickens and filling up the water bowls for Betsy the cow, Mina and Bina, their two sheep, and Silver, their trusty horse, whose beautiful grey coat looked almost pearly in the light. By the time Aya came back into the kitchen and washed her hands, her mother had the round wooden table laden with food: spicy omelettes and shredded potatoes cooked with turmeric and chillies, and two steaming mugs of chai ready to warm the chill away.


‘Did you sleep well, jaan?’ her mother asked, putting some pita on Aya’s plate.


‘Never long enough, ammu,’ Aya replied, eagerly tucking into her breakfast.


‘Well, are you ready for school?’


Aya’s mother, Jannah, was a stern woman with a big heart. She and Aya looked strikingly similar; dark eyes set in oval faces, the same wide nose and warm brown skin.


‘Yes,’ Aya mumbled, looking down at her eggs.


Jannah sighed. ‘Just do your best to focus, jaan. OK?’


Aya nodded. ‘I’ll try.’


After she had eaten breakfast, Aya grabbed her school bag, put on her headscarf, cloak and brown boots and left for school with her mother. They walked up into the hills and along the winding, muddy paths that led to the local school. Other children joined them on the path as they passed by the houses dotted along the roads. Aya scanned the growing stream of faces for her best friend, but she was nowhere to be seen.


Eventually, the school came into view: a large old building that spanned four storeys, made of sandstone and worn glass, situated halfway up the mountain. Aya hugged her mother farewell and joined the hurried footsteps of her schoolmates as the bell tolled for the start of school.


The iron gates began to slowly creak shut behind the children as Aya made her way to her lesson, already more focused on what was happening in the sky and whether one of the clouds was heart-shaped or strawberry. Her fellow students chattered around her, some talking about schoolwork, others about their personal lives. Snippets of conversation wafted in and out of Aya’s ears as she counted down the hours until it was time to go home. But the time wouldn’t pass soon enough.


‘Aya, will you please tell me the equation of three hundred and twenty-nine multiplied by seven hundred and sixty?’


Aya was startled, her gaze pulling back from the window and falling on her unimpressed teacher’s face. Madam Kerwan was generally a kind teacher, but Aya’s constant inability to pay attention in class frustrated even her.


‘Um,’ Aya mouthed, squinting her eyes at the chalkboard.


A few of the students sniggered.


‘No, I didn’t think so. Please focus on the board, child,’ her teacher said sternly.


Aya did her best to focus for the rest of the lesson, trying to look only between the board and her notebook where she had scribbled down random numbers.


Once class was finished, Aya quickly gathered her books into her leather satchel and hurried out of the room. One lesson to go and the day would finally be over.


Thankfully, the next class was her favourite: Crafts and Cooking. These were important life skills for the children of Alferra to learn: how to make sheep’s fur into wool and turn those threads into clothes, or how to mix vegetables and herbs into something edible or a salve for wounds. Aya loved not having to think about numbers or science or words; all she had to do was create, and today’s class was focused on turning various flowers into paint.


Aya scanned the classroom and found who she was looking for at a table by the window.


Naznen was one of the only children in Alferra who wanted to be Aya’s friend. Where the other children in school thought Aya was strange or funny for always daydreaming and getting in trouble for it, Naznen didn’t mind at all. She once said it made Aya more interesting. Naznen’s round face lit up with a smile as Aya came and sat beside her.


‘Are you still coming tonight?’ Aya asked in hushed tones.


Naznen nodded, a mischievous glint in her sea-green eyes. ‘I can’t wait!’


‘Right, children,’ said the teacher. ‘Who can mix me a colour called violet?’


Aya and Naznen set about trying to figure out how best to create this shade, mixing various petals together with the pestle and mortars set out on their wooden tables.


When the class was finally over, Aya and Naznen headed home together under the afternoon sun, hurrying out of the school gates. At last they could talk freely.


‘Have you got your telescope ready?’ Aya asked Naznen.


Naznen nodded excitedly. ‘I spent all of last night polishing the glass. Have you got the blanket?’


‘Yes, all ready to go. I’ll pack us some snacks too!’


‘Can you believe tonight is the Perseids meteor shower?’ Naznen enthused. ‘I can’t wait!’


Aya was bouncing with joy as they ambled down the winding paths fenced by dried-out bushes and limp ferns coating the earth in a faded green. She’d been counting down to this day for months. It was her favourite time of the year, just before autumn began, when the warm summer nights were no longer hot and the hazy sky would slowly become crisp and clear for the cooler season. It was the perfect time to watch stars fall from the sky; a surreal experience that made Aya’s mind explode with wonder and awe.


Naznen lived closer to the school than Aya did, so they took their secret diversion, a shortcut path that often led to more scrapes and pricks across their shins, back to Naznen’s house. They fancied themselves explorers, voyaging through treacherous hills and valleys to reach their destination, collecting rare jewels (rocks) as they walked.


Eventually, the girls turned onto an actual path.


‘Race you?’ Aya said with a cheeky grin.


Naznen smiled back mischievously and ran off before Aya was ready.


‘Hey!’ Aya protested, launching after her.


They laughed, racing down the lane towards Naznen’s house. Aya moved as fast as she could, almost catching up with Naznen before they reached her house. It was a beautiful building, three floors high and made of white sandstone. The windows were arched, some coloured in vibrant tones of pinks and blues.


The girls collapsed onto the wicker chairs on the veranda, huffing and puffing for air.


‘You’re a cheater,’ Aya said breathlessly.


Naznen laughed. ‘Not my fault you can’t keep up,’ she replied.


Aya and Naznen chattered away for several minutes, debating whether or not to start their maths homework first or geography. Aya wanted to do neither and directed their conversation to a more serious matter: what was more delicious, a cocoa berry cake or a vermicelli honey roasted cake?


 ‘A cocoa berry cake, definitely. Hey, do you want to come in for supper?’ Naznen asked.


Aya shook her head. ‘I should go home,’ then looked around and whispered in a hushed tone, ‘See you at an hour to midnight?’


‘See you then,’ Naznen whispered back.


Aya made her way home under the setting sun. She looked up at the sky, marvelling at how beautiful it was. The world seemed so endless when she looked up above. And soon it would be dark enough to see the stars.


Aya loved everything about the stars and the night sky. There was something beautiful and terrifying about the heavens above. She loved trying to piece together constellations, drawn by curiosity and wonder.


When she was a small girl, Aya used to lay in the garden and gaze up at the sky. She imagined herself to be a star sometimes, floating high above and shining bright. Her mother would often scold her, afraid she would catch a cold, or tell her to do something more useful, like read a book. Her mother was always telling her off. They had very different ideas about what constituted safety and fun.


When Aya reached home, her mother had a bowl of fresh soup made from vegetables grown in their garden and some warm bread waiting for her.


‘How was school, jaan?’ Jannah asked.


Aya mumbled something incoherent and sat down gratefully to eat her bread and soup.


They ate together in silence, the soft sounds of chewing and glasses clinking the only noise in the cosy kitchen.


‘There’s the Perseids meteor shower tonight,’ Jannah said, looking at Aya knowingly.


Aya pretended not to know and not to care. ‘Oh, really?’


Jannah gave her a stern look. ‘You are to stay in your bed tonight, do you hear? Sleeping all night is a wonderful thing, especially tonight.’


Aya nodded quickly. ‘Yes, I can’t wait to go to sleep. I’m so tired.’


Jannah stared evenly at Aya. ‘How about you sleep in my room then?’


Aya’s stomach dropped. ‘Ammu, please, I’m not a baby any more,’ she said, gripping her spoon tighter.


Jannah snorted, chuckling to herself. ‘When you were a baby, the only way you’d sleep was if I held you all night. I thought I’d never sleep again.’


‘Well, your arms are very comfortable,’ Aya said matter-of-factly.


Jannah smiled, shaking her head. ‘All right. But if you sneak out again like last year, Aya, you will never get to leave the house again. It’s not safe at night, especially by yourself. There could be all kinds of evil spirits or bhoots or just bad people roaming around. Do you understand?’


Aya nodded, trying to look solemn. She didn’t really pay much thought to spirits or monsters lurking in the dark. Alferra was a pleasantly boring land. The worst thing that seemed to happen here was fish being stolen.


After dinner, Aya helped her mother tidy the kitchen and put out the fire in the hearth. Soon she was taking herself to bed, rubbing her eyes and yawning widely for extra effect.


Aya climbed the stairs through the hallway and her mother followed behind closely. The steps spiralled up to a narrow hallway. Aya’s door was painted yellow, though it had faded over the years, as had much in their old house.
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‘Goodnight, jaan,’ Jannah said.


‘Goodnight, ammu,’ Aya replied. She opened the door to her room, pushing it firmly shut behind her.


Her room was small, with a bed in one corner and a desk in the other. A large white play-castle took up one side of the wall, furnished with dark turrets and wooden dolls dressed in miniature velvet outfits. Each doll had its own bedroom carved above the door, their rooms fitted with different-coloured carpets and beds that Aya had made out of old clothes and matchstick boxes. Names decorated each bedroom: Ahmad, Sidra, Rayaan, Aliyana, Bushra and Mikaeel. Aya thought the names were beautiful, and loved to make up different games to play with the figurines: Zombie Royals was a particular favourite.


The castle was the closest Aya had ever got to the real palace of Alferra, home to the royals whose names were carved in her castle. They were generally beloved by the citizens of Alferra and threw a ball every year to mark the success of the summer harvests. Aya had never been to one of the Somerfest balls, her mother had always said they were unnecessary to attend. Instead, her mother had bought her the toy palace long ago, before Aya could even remember.


Aya took the school books from her leather satchel and placed them on her desk. She had some letters and arithmetic to practise. Aya loathed doing her schoolwork, but tonight she thought it a good idea to get it done so that her mother, who sometimes checked in on her, wouldn’t have cause to think she was up to anything else.


Some time later, just before she was about to put her books away, Aya heard her mother’s footsteps coming down the hallway.


‘Doing your schoolwork?’ her mother asked, looking very surprised.


‘I’m finished now, ready for bed,’ Aya said, feigning yet another yawn. Somewhere deep in her conscience, she knew this acting was really lying and a small part of her felt bad.


‘Don’t forget to blow out your candle,’ her mother said, gesturing to the burning wax on Aya’s desk.


‘I will. Goodnight, ammu,’ Aya replied.


‘Goodnight, Aya.’


When Jannah closed the door, Aya shot up. She squashed the part of her that felt bad for deceiving her mother and let the excited part of her reign. She couldn’t wait to go to the hill with Naznen and see the shooting stars!


The minutes seemed to drag by as Aya waited to leave. She tried to pass the time reading but began to feel her eyelids droop. She decided to draw instead, adding another picture to her bedroom walls, which were already covered in drawings she had created of the planets and stars.


As the clock neared eleven, Aya heard her mother’s footsteps coming down the hallway again. She dashed back into bed, blowing out the candle and putting on her best sleeping face.


The door opened and Aya kept her eyes closed. She heard her mother walk in and felt her gently brush her hair from her face. ‘Sweet dreams, Aya,’ Jannah whispered.


Aya waited for her door to close before she opened her eyes. She listened to her mother walk back to her room. The guilt had felt like a small ball before, but now it felt like a heavy weight in her stomach.


Did she really need to go see the meteor shower? Not really, Aya supposed. But it so rarely happened – and the skies were clear tonight, according to the newspapers, so the visibility would be great. No, she had to go, Aya reasoned. And she wasn’t doing anything bad, really; just watching stars with her friend.


As the clock ticked closer to eleven, Aya packed blankets and some biscuits in her satchel. She put on her woolly tunic and trousers to keep her warm in the cold night. Then she quietly unlatched the hook on her glass window and climbed onto the ledge outside, closing the window behind her as quietly as she could as she climbed down the side of the house.


Aya’s feet hit the ground with a small thud. She waited with bated breath, looking at her mother’s window for a flame or twitching curtains. After a minute of quiet, relief swept over her. She suddenly felt very awake.


Aya crept down the lane in the dark of night, in search of the shooting stars.


It was no treat to be outside at this time. Aya found it very hard to see, relying on her memory of the paths she had been travelling for years and the bright stars above to light the way. On the plus side, she knew she had to keep going uphill, so it wasn’t too hard to follow that direction, at least.


As Aya continued on, she tried not to look around her. The large palm trees towering over her swayed in the wind, as though they might reach out and grab her. A pair of yellow eyes high in the treetops sent shivers down her spine. Though she knew they belonged to an owl, Aya couldn’t help but worry it belonged to a monster of some kind, like the ones she’d heard about growing up.


Perhaps this was a bad idea after all, she thought worriedly. The last time she had tried to sneak out for the meteor showers, her mother had caught her before she made it past the garden gate. But now she was journeying into what felt like the endless dark by herself and it was frightening.
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Suddenly, all the stories of bhoots lurking in the woods and spirits roaming the night came flooding back to her. Aya looked around, trying to make out shapes from shadows, wondering if it were a tree up ahead or a tall monster waiting to eat her.


She stopped, wondering if she should go back. But Naznen was probably waiting for her – she couldn’t just give up now.


There was nothing there, she told herself. If there was, it would have eaten her by now. Encouraged by this logic, Aya carried on, stumbling here and there as she climbed to the top of Willow Hill. She saw a small light as she neared their meeting point beside the willow tree. The village people said this strange tree had been planted by the tears of a lost prince from long ago. It was an especially sad-looking tree, its branches bowed as if weighed down by something deeply sorrowful.


Beside the tree was a small, flickering lantern. Aya squinted to make out the silhouette of her friend, standing under the weeping willow.


‘Naznen!’ she called out with relief.


‘There you are!’ Naznen said, grabbing Aya by the hand. Her worried face was illuminated by the lantern she held. ‘I am never doing this again!’


‘Me neither,’ Aya agreed. ‘I had no idea it was so dark outside.’


‘Me too,’ Naznen said fearfully.


‘Well, let’s hurry, we have to get home soon,’ Aya said, dropping her bag.


Naznen nodded and set the lantern down on the grassy ground. She pulled out her telescope from her bag as Aya set up the blanket on the ground for them. The pair lay down together and closed their eyes.


‘Ready?’ Aya said.


They counted together, ‘One, two, three,’ and opened their eyes.


The girls gasped. A canopy of stars hung above them in the brilliantly dark sky made up of the deepest navy and indigo hues. Stars glittered above them like jewels. Aya watched breathlessly as stars began to fall and, just like lightning, a white streak flashed by so fast that if she’d blinked she would have missed it.


‘There!’ Naznen said.


‘Over there!’ Aya said.


The girls laughed with delight as their heads swivelled back and forth, trying to catch sight of every star shooting across the sky. It was breathtaking to behold; Aya couldn’t believe she was really seeing the meteor shower from such a perfect viewpoint. Craning her neck outside her bedroom window was nowhere near as fun as this. Here, the sky was spread above them with no interruptions; no trees or houses in the way.


Aya sat up eagerly, grabbing the telescope and repositioning it so she could see through it. ‘Let’s take a look!’


Aya gasped as she focused on a star, and saw the burning rock barrelling towards Earth at such high speed her eyes couldn’t keep up. She saw another and another before switching with Naznen to let her have a look.


‘It’s incredible!’ Aya said, looking above them.


‘Here, you can look again,’ Naznen said. ‘I think I want to see with my own eyes. It’s so beautiful!’ She lay back down on the ground.


Aya stood on top of the hill overlooking Alferra and the ocean, listening to the waves crash below them. It was a surreal moment, one that made Aya wonder about her existence and place in the world.


She looked up again and marvelled at the magnificence above her.


‘Look at that one, it looks so close!’ Naznen said, pointing.


Aya followed her gaze and saw a shooting star towards the east. Except this one wasn’t disappearing fast like the others had. Aya continued to watch, transfixed, as the star began to burn brighter and fall ever closer. She could soon see the actual rock and the yellow-orange flames that engulfed it, hurtling her way.


‘Aya, what’s happening to that star . . .’ Naznen said in a slow, worried voice. But Aya couldn’t pull her eyes away. ‘Aya, something doesn’t seem right.’


Naznen grabbed Aya’s hand and pulled her away. Aya soon felt a jolt of terror. The star had got so close so quickly – way too close, its golden flames fanning behind it.


‘Run!’ Aya screamed.


They dropped each other’s hands and bolted away, Naznen speeding ahead of her. Aya pushed herself to keep up, the cold wind whipping at her face and her clothes flapping. She heard an awful sound behind her and the temperature at her back burned hotter as the dark fields began to glow with a fiery light.


‘Aya!’ Naznen yelled, looking back over her shoulder. ‘Run faster!’


‘I’m trying!’


Aya ran as fast as she could but she couldn’t outrun a shooting star.


The molten rock collided into her and sent Aya flying forwards, spinning away into the darkness.
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