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				Back then I thought
that if it weren’t for
that cliff, our cities
would be one and there
would be no need for 
all this fierceness towards 
each other. But then
I learned about pride 
and tradition and 
prophecy, and those 
things are even 
harder than rock.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Chosen

				We are the ones who came after the comet.

				We are the ones who survived the Great Wave.

				We were Chosen Ones, once, and we had many voices.

				But the people we were have bled into one another, like water droplets gathering on a leaf.

				So we no longer remember . . .

				Who . . .

				Was who.

				But we remain; we are here, waiting. We are in-between, in the home of the Wise One: Ariadnis – carved inside the cliff shelf that stretches out between the last two cities on the last island.

				It is an improbable setup: the rock should not be able to reach so far without crumbling. The metal city above should collapse onto the city beneath, the city of trees. But it doesn’t. It should not be possible, but it is.

				There is but a single path that joins the cities and it begins there on that topmost ladder rung through the trapdoor in the owlery. It spirals down the tallest pillar of Athenas and continues into the cliff. It winds past the entrance of Ariadnis and descends to that hollow passage accessible from the topmost branches of Metis.

				The path is like a nerve: a feeling, a promise of unity, however reluctant, and that feeling has never been stronger than now.

				We know the moment that the newest Chosen Ones come into the passage because the nerve is, all of a sudden, ablaze.
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				365 Days

				Athenas, City of the Nine Pillars

				Aula

				Cos today is my birthday, seventeen owls are culled outside my window at dawn.

				I can hear each bird screeching before its neck is wrung. Then there’s the murmur of the priestess giving the blessing: ‘Let the knowledge of the Wise One pass to the Chosen One on this, her seventeenth birthday, that she may better know how to serve Him. That she may better know how to serve her city. That she may better know how to serve herself.’

				I blink myself awake, wincing at the smell of incense over the top of oil and spice and hard, thick heat, which means the people in the kitchens are already hard at it.

				‘Aula.’

				I look up and see Nadrik is in the doorway.

				‘What?’ I groan.

				His eyes bore into me. You’ve gotta wonder if he was born with that brooding put-upon-but-don’t-worry-I’m-a-martyr look or if he’s been cultivating it since they made him Anax – that’s the leader of our government – back when I was nine. I guess the government are probably regretting that now cos they don’t seem to get to do much. Nadrik would probably say they never did much in the first place anyway, and I’d just agree, cos like hell I know more about politics than he does and anyway, his people love him and no one’s trying to throw him off the throne so . . .

				He says, ‘I’ll meet you in the courtyard in five minutes.’ Then he’s gone.

				‘Oh, and by the way, happy birthday, Aula,’ I mutter.

				I crawl outta bed and find a tunic that might’ve been white once buried under all the crap on my floor.

				‘And can I just say what an excellent Chosen One you’re turning out to be. Everyone in the city thinks so. I certainly do. You’re brilliant. Actually, now I think about it, why don’t you stay in bed.’

				I root around for a headscarf and stuff every straggly bit of my too-long ginger hair up under it. The warped, black-edged mirror Nadrik gave me last year fell off its bracket a few days ago and I’d have to relieve it of some underwear and a few dirty plates if I wanted to stand it up. Judging by how puffy my eyes feel, I’m guessing looking into a mirror en’t gonna be the most morale-boosting experience so I just rub my face with water and thank the Wise One that being Athenas’s Chosen One en’t any kind of beauty contest.

				My best friend Etain ambushes me in the courtyard, outside the palace tower where I live. She throws a necklace she made in her workshop over my head as a present and hands me a book from her mother.

				‘Ma wanted to come down but no one was there to take over her shift in the prophet house,’ she says.

				‘Perils of being Head Prophet,’ I say, wondering if my smile is enough to convince her it doesn’t bother me that Etain’s ma, Ashir, en’t wishing me a happy birthday herself.

				Clearly it en’t, cos she hugs me. She smells of metal and scorched hair and there’s a burn going black on her smooth brown shoulder. She says, ‘Party later,’ all quiet so we en’t overheard and, ‘Meet in your room at ten.’

				I say, ‘Can’t wait,’ and we do this dumb fingerlock thing that we started when we were, like, five, and never grew out of. Then Nadrik does his creepy magi trick, appearing right next to us, and Etain bows, 1) cos he’s Anax, and 2) cos she’s the Anax’s scribe, which basically means his assistant and involves a whole bunch of thankless jobs I wouldn’t want to do.

				‘Sire,’ she says.

				‘Lady Etain,’ he says.

				‘I hope the day is good for you,’ she says, and her voice switches instantly from the lazy, shortened sounds that we use with each other to clean, round syllables that make you sound like you’re chewing on them.

				‘And for you,’ he says. ‘Come, Aula.’

				‘I en’t a dog,’ I mutter, but he’s already walking away.

				It’s so hot my skin feels like an apple’s shrinking tight in an oven. I swear Nadrik’s taking us on the route with the least shade, but at least we get to go past the viewing point, where you can see the rest of the city sprawled out below.

				It is sort of amazing, my city.

				I’ve been told that, originally, the nine pillars that keep us in the sky were made out of nine trees. The trees are still alive, somehow, but they don’t look like trees any more. They’re cased in metal, and hollowed to house the steam machines that power our buildings and water systems and all that. Each pillar supports a wide plateau – the same shape as a dinner plate, but half a mile across; and each has the same concentric-circle pattern of simple whitewashed houses and cobbled streets. Add watch towers, chimneys and pillars; connect each plateau with bridges and platforms and interlocking stairwells and there you have it: Athenas.

				As we pass the view, I have the brief fantasy of taking the ladders down to another plateau for some nice birthday shopping like a normal person, but the dream wilts pretty quick as we turn away towards the owlery, and the breeze coming from that direction tells us about all the dead rodents the city owls have eaten.

				It smells worse up close. I crane my head nervously as I follow Nadrik in through the arched door, wondering if any of the bright-eyed faces up there are pissed at me for those of them that got murdered just now in my name. I look into their yellow-eyed, I-will-kill-you-if-you-move faces and try and stare them out. Look, I wanna say, it en’t like I ever said, What I really want this year is a dead owl for every year my heart’s been thumping, and while you’re there do you mind hanging their corpses outside the palace temple. The owls don’t move. Maybe they’re biding their time. Waiting to avenge themselves at my funeral when they get my head to chew on while everyone meditates on how all the wisdom in my brain is being passed to them, and through them, to the Wise One.

				Nadrik clears his throat, which is what he does sometimes to get my attention, and I know he wishes he didn’t have to do it cos it ruins his air of mysticism. He’s holding open the trapdoor that’s in the floor of the owlery, which no one ever seems to discover (and judging by the owl shit caked on it, no one ever will).

				‘Yeah, yeah,’ I say, like I en’t in the least bit bothered about treading on all the mouse bones.

				I approach. Below us is a ladder and then a platform, and below that, another ladder, another platform. It goes on for ever. And every year I struggle to get my head around it: we’re going down into the hollowed-out trunk that holds this plateau over a mile up in the sky.

				Nadrik clears his throat again and I snap, ‘Yeah, OK, I’m going.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Metis, City of the Nine Trees

				Joomia

				I wake up and remember what day it is. The air tastes of heat and warning, but it’s still early. No one else is awake. My hands shake as I fold my blankets. I go to wash. I brush my hair.

				‘Happy Birthday,’ says a voice.

				I jump and Taurus laughs his rich laugh. He has a basket in his hand.

				‘Tea,’ he says, putting down his basket in order to knot his dreadlocks high on his head. ‘Brightbird eggs. Eros’s flatbread,’ he continues. ‘I’m even going to cook for you.’

				I smile sadly and shake my head.

				‘Why not? We’ve got plenty of time before Mathilde comes to get you.’

				I shake my head again, and point.

				He turns, and there is Mathilde, Elder of Metis and my mentor, standing at the end of the branch that leads to my hut. ‘Can’t it wait till after breakfast?’ Taurus asks as she nears us.

				‘I dunno,’ Mathilde snaps. ‘Can we wait another three hundred years for a Chosen One?’

				‘Ah, come on, Mathilde. It’ll take twenty minutes.’

				‘Twenty minutes worth risking the lives of all your people, Master Taurus?’

				‘She needs breakfast,’ Taurus says, looking mutinous. ‘It’s her birthday.’

				‘But she remembers what is expected of her!’ Mathilde snarls. ‘More than I can say for you.’

				Taurus gives me a furious look that says, Go on, tell her.

				For a moment, I feel hot and frustrated and on the verge of the kind of tears that only appear when you’re hot and frustrated. Because I’ve dreamed of having a voice – a real voice that I could surprise them with at a moment like this. Instead, I have only the voice I can pitch from my mind at a tiny handful of people – these two included.

				Let’s go, Mathilde, I say.

				‘Come on then,’ she grunts.

				Taurus clutches his basket like I’ve wounded him. I touch his arm.

				Sorry, I say, but he doesn’t answer.

				I used to have this dream where I was flying along the shore of our island, looking towards the land.

				The last two cities in the world: the nine trees of my city, whose branches tickle the underside of the cliff shelf that yawns out over us. On top of the cliff, Athenas, the other city, whose nine trees barely justify the name, devoid of branches and covered in hard steel casings. If it weren’t for the fact that the roots of these trees grow thick and healthy through the cliff shelf to tangle in the branches of our own, you would have thought them dead.

				Back then, I thought that if it weren’t for that cliff shelf, our cities would be one and there would be no need for all this fierceness towards each other. But then I learned about pride and tradition and prophecy, and those things are even harder than rock.

				I think of this as Mathilde leads me away from my hut, up through the hollow passages of the cliff rising up out of the forest – the tallest trees you’ve ever seen, sprawled out before us in a lattice of branches so thick you can’t see how far the trunks go down. This is my city. This is Metis.

				If I squint, I can make out Taurus’s thin figure watching us leave from between some of the outermost branches. But then we have to turn up through the tunnel in the cliff and the space around me draws in, and there is only dank stone and darkness.

				‘Exciting day,’ Mathilde says, and I hear the clank of her bracelets as she claps. Light appears between her long, pickled-looking hands and spreads out around us in dingy clouds. She shakes her three long braids down her back and smiles at me out of her strange old face. She seems to be waiting for me to say something – perhaps to agree: yes, it’s an exciting day, isn’t it?

				I nod, to please her and she gives me a knowing look.

				I’m fine, I say. But I’m not. My throat feels small. My insides are vinegar.

				We walk. The tunnel ascends gradually, in a tight spiral that has tighter consequences on the muscles in my legs. We’re many turns up when I feel it: that tug in my solar plexus. I stop, gritting my teeth.

				Mathilde looks back. ‘Joomia?’ she says.

				It’s nothing, I say. She’s coming. The other Chosen One.

				‘You can sense her,’ Mathilde says.

				I shake my head, because she’s looking at me like I might suddenly have an explanation for the phenomenon I’ve felt every year on this day.

				She is . . . stronger this year, I say.

				Mathilde presses her lips together. ‘Come on,’ she says. ‘Let’s keep going.’

				The ascent takes ages, but we Metisians are no strangers to climbing. Eventually, we reach the strange place in the tunnel. Ahead of us, it spirals upwards out of sight. Off to our right, it widens into a circular cavern.

				‘He’s late again,’ Mathilde says, and she makes a kind of humph noise as she settles herself against the wall of the tunnel.

				I glance into the cave, where the door to Ariadnis is. There is the archway – the entry to the Wise One’s home, outlined by pale orbs of mineral which are stuck fast into the rock. I take a step towards it, and the markings in the doorway shimmer, as if I’ve passed a beam of light over them.

				‘Might be wise to have a look, kid,’ Mathilde says.

				But I’m afraid to leave the pool of light she’s created. All I want to do is go back. I want the heat of real air around me, and Taurus making me laugh, and the smell of the soap bar that Ade makes for me every year.

				‘Don’t be nervous,’ she says. ‘You’ve done your best this year.’

				But I am nervous. If the past Chosen Ones don’t approve of me, of how much I’ve learned, it’s the end. Athenas will win the Wise One’s book and the island will be theirs. After nine generations, I will be Metis’s downfall.

				Mathilde glances up the passage, as if she’s heard something. But when nothing appears, she says, ‘Tell me what you know about how the Chosen Ones came to be, Joomia.’

				Aula

				‘Tell me what you know about Ariadnis and its guardians, Aula,’ Nadrik says as we climb down, deeper into the cliff.

				‘Why?’ I say.

				‘Because I am asking you to.’

				‘But you know what I know about being one of the Chosen Ones,’ I snap. ‘You taught it to me.’

				Joomia

				I shift irritably. Mathilde.

				‘Why not? Good to remind yourself of why you are here.’

				I suppose at least this will distract me from my nerves. I close my eyes and think of everything I’ve learned by rote: There have been nine recorded Chosen Ones in our time. Since the Great Wave that covered the world, since our ancestors came here – to the last island on Erthe – there has been a Chosen One for every generation. When the ancestors first arrived, they warred over how to build a new world: should they keep the industry that had once dominated the planet, or should they start anew, embrace a natural life?

				Aula

				‘And everyone got pissy with each other for a long time—’

				‘Aula,’ Nadrik says, and I roll my eyes but carry on.

				‘Until they decided that their issues couldn’t be resolved and they had to go and build their cities separately. Then they found this cliff with nine vishaal trees growing underneath it and nine growing on top of it. Which sounds a bit convenient to me, but there you go.’

				‘Aula.’

				‘One half of the ancestors went to the top of the cliff and made Athenas. They hollowed out the trees and filled them with machines that would be powered by steam. The other half went to live below the cliff in the other nine trees and called it Metis.’

				Joomia

				But this didn’t stop their disagreements, especially when Athenas began to build more and more ostentatious things and use the island’s resources wastefully. Soon, the two cities were at war again.

				Aula

				‘. . . And the war went on for years and years, which is pretty surprising cos of how Metis is made of wood so I dunno why someone didn’t think of just burning it down.’

				Nadrik makes an impatient noise. ‘Aula, you know very well the pillars of Athenas are also made of wood. And I have no doubt you also recall that vishaal trees are naturally fortified. How else did they become the tallest trees in this climate? They cannot be burned.’

				I pause to think about that. Possibly someone did tell me that in a lesson once. The question is whether I was listening.

				‘Carry on,’ Nadrik says.

				‘So the war went on and on. And the people reduced their populations even more, which I’m sure is exactly what they wanted to happen.’

				‘Aula.’

				‘Yeah, yeah. Anyway. Their war woke the Wise One.’

				Joomia

				She had slept in the cliff for a long time, but they had disturbed Her.

				I am the God of this island, She said. What do you mean by this fighting? How dare you disturb the balance here!

				Wise One, the ancestors said. If you are truly the God of this island then tell us who is more worthy of it.

				You must prove yourselves, She answered. The thing I prize above all things is wisdom.

				Aula

				‘And so He decreed that for the next nine generations, the ancestors would choose a Chosen One who would dedicate their life to proving their worth. The Chosen One – boy or girl – would be born with the shape of a vishaal cone upon them, to symbolise the trees from which each city took shape.’ My hand moves unconsciously to the splattered birthmark on the back of my neck and I shiver.

				‘Go on,’ Nadrik says.

				‘On their eighteenth birthday, each Chosen One would travel into the cliff where the Wise One lived and enter His home – Ariadnis. There, they would complete a task for Him, and there they would die.

				‘None but the Chosen One could do this, and woe betide any person foolish enough to try to enter Ariadnis without the mark of the Chosen upon them. The first city to produce a Chosen One would be Metis, and then it would be Athenas, and so it would go on, until the time came when eight generations had completed the Wise One’s tasks. When that happened, the cities would both produce a Chosen One at the same time – someone to represent each city in a competition for the Wise One’s favour.’

				Joomia

				The winner, She said, shall have my book.

				‘And what book was that, Joomia?’ Mathilde asks, as if she doesn’t already know.

				It was the Book of Omniscience, I say. A book that would grant the one who read it all the knowledge in the world. Whichever Chosen One won the book would win the war. It would be hard – these Chosen Ones would have to be trained and honed, and for this reason the Wise One would only allow them access to Ariadnis on the day of their eighteenth birthday. I will bless these Chosen Ones with certain powers, so that their opportunities are equal, the Wise One promised, then She said: Since you cannot be trusted with my lands, you are no longer permitted to roam them. You will be trapped in your cities from this day until the day the last Chosen Ones complete their tasks.

				Aula

				We’ve reached what seems to be the end of the ladders and we now stand in a cold, dark stone passage that smells of damp and silence. On the whole, I reckon I’ll take the owlery. To my left, I can see the passage that leads out of the cliff, out of the cities, to the rest of the island – the great forest I can see from Athenas, and the sea.

				I’ve heard what happens to people who do try to leave. Nine days after they’ve gone, they end up back here, moaning in hunger and apparently without any memory of what happened to them while they were away. It doesn’t matter if you try and leave the cities on rope ladders or gliders or whatever else you can think up. Nine days later, you’ll end up here, in this passage, with piss all to tell about what you saw out there or what you did. It makes me want to try it for myself. See if there really is no escape from either of our cities.

				I could. But I know in my stomach there’s only one way out of this. I’ve gotta win that book. And the only way to do that is to prove I’m better than the Chosen One from Metis. Prove my city’s more worthy than hers; more deserving of the chance to shape this island the way it should be shaped. It’s up to me. Wise One, help us all.

				Joomia

				And that’s why we come, every year, every birthday, since the year we turned nine, to prove to the Chosen Ones who came before us that we are still worthy, still true competitors, still learning.

				There’s the sound of footsteps from the curve of the tunnel. Mathilde gets to her feet so fast I imagine that her old limbs must creak, and I swear even her bracelets are bristling.

				And then a man appears. He is wearing robes that I know from occasional messengers to be the clothes of Athenas. A dark grey tunic, belted at the waist, and a long cloak draped over one shoulder. His fading black hair knotted elegantly at the back of his head. Nadrik, Anax of Athenas.

				I have only enough time to take him in when she appears behind him.

				And I take the first true breath I’ve taken all year.

				Aula

				She’s me.

				Long face, small chest, wide hips, strong legs. Hair like a whip of frayed rope. Freckled like a sheet spattered with mud.

				It’s me. But it en’t.

				Like someone held a picture of me and painted over it in different colours, and what pisses me off about that is that she clearly got the better deal. Her hair is a nice sort of ebony brown next to my eye-watering ginger, which wouldn’t be so bad except for the fact that it’s cheated me out of having eyebrows that show up unless you’re close enough to squint. Her skin also has the decency to come in the mid-tone range of almond-brown, which sums up most everyone left on Erthe. I mean, OK, I en’t white like an Old World ginger, but putting my yellow-olive tone against her en’t exactly a brush with self-confidence-I-never-knew-I-had.

				I wonder what she makes of me. It’s hard to tell cos her expression reminds me of a door without a handle.

				Right at the bottom of it, though, is this sense of all my tensions dribbling out of me one by one. When I see her, the ache that I have all year just . . . goes away. Is it cos we’re both Chosen? Is it cos we’re in the presence of Ariadnis? I dunno. It’s occurred to me to ask whether we’re twins or whatever, but then I realised it doesn’t matter: I’m still gonna have to beat her.

				We stare at each other for a long time, but she drops my gaze first. I look at Nadrik quickly, to see if he noticed me winning, but he’s got his own staring contest going on with Mathilde.

				‘Mathilde,’ he says, all courteous.

				‘Hmm,’ she says back. ‘You came.’

				She’s taller than him, which is impressive, and holds herself straighter than Ashir, which is even more impressive.

				‘Of course,’ says Nadrik. He’s pinned the other Chosen One with his eyes, and right there and then she looks nothing like me, cos her face goes all mousy and frightened. I suppose that I ought to give her credit cos even I get nervous under his gaze sometimes, but just now I’m glad cos at least in comparison to her I’ll look better to him.

				‘Ayla,’ says Mathilde, nodding at me and getting my name wrong for the seventh year running.

				‘It’s Aula. Like OR-LA,’ I say back, giving her a glare for good measure.

				Her mouth quivers and I think, for a second, she was about to smile.

				Joomia

				Nadrik says, ‘You know that as the last Chosen Ones, your responsibilities are to your people. To protect them when danger occurs. To guide them when their resolve wavers. To help them in times of need. They are yours, and you are theirs. You are their beacon, their symbol.’

				Even though he speaks the lines as word-for-word from the scriptures – just like me retelling the story of the Chosen Ones – I sense purpose in them. Wise One, let me be that. Their beacon, their symbol. Let me find that strength. I try to hold fast to what shredded nerves I have left.

				Mathilde says, ‘We have guided you in what ways we know how, through the instructions left to us by the Wise One.’

				Nadrik bristles, presumably because of the subtext: Athenas and Metis have very different ideas about the Wise One, the foremost of which is that they believe in a God. We believe in a Goddess. I’ve never been sure that it makes much difference what gender the Wise One is, but—

				‘This year, as with every year you have gone to Ariadnis, you will be required to present your learning to the Guardians. You know what it will mean if you have not reached an acceptable level of wisdom and strength.’

				Aula draws herself up, and for a second I really get a look at how similar she is to me: how she too has a small mole that bleeds into her top lip, how her fingers are just as long and just as bulbous at the knuckles, how her leg jiggles when she’s nervous.

				For a strange, dizzy second, I want to take her hand, to share strength. But then she moves towards the archway, so I hasten to follow.

				I won’t be the weak one. I won’t be the weak one.

				You wouldn’t know it was a door, to look at it. It’s just the outline of an archway in the rock, headed by nine pearly bulbs of some kind of mineral.

				Aula puts her left hand on the last bulb of mineral nearest to her. I force the shakes out of my shoulders and put my right hand on the opposite bulb.

				All nine bulbs brighten and seem to come alive, like leaves turning towards the sun.

				And then my senses close in on themselves. Sound falls away, sight smudges into darkness, smell evaporates.

				The Chosen

				Blinded, senseless, Aula and Joomia wander towards us. Their fear tastes sour.

				‘Hello?’ calls Aula.

				WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED THIS YEAR? we ask.

				Joomia says nothing, but both girls flinch, and the details of their year hum from them, like the vibrating skin of a drum.

				We listen. For nine years, they have done this, brought to us the fruit of their lessons. It is not, as their teachers presume, as simple as question and answer, learning by rote.

				It is Joomia learning to speak to the vines that make up the living bridges of her home. Errors. Snapping twigs in frustration. Trying again. It is Aula learning to fight and fall in love. It is embarrassment and shame and jealousy; laughter and doubt, loneliness and parental disapproval. It is new rhythms, new perspectives. And more strongly this year than any other, it is the suffocating experience of embodying so many people’s hopes and dreams and expectations.

				YOU HAVE BOTH LEARNED WELL. WE SHALL GIVE YOU THE MARK.

				We lean forward, forming a physical shape. We nick their wrists, where eight lines already tell of their years of learning.

				THIS IS THE LAST YEAR, we say. NEXT YEAR, YOU WILL RETURN TO US. YOU WILL COMPETE IN ARIADNIS FOR THE BOOK OF YOUR GOD.

				Joomia nods.

				‘Yeah,’ Aula shrugs.

				And so, now. The advice. YOUR CITIES HAVE BECOME CORRUPTED. YOUR CITIES DO NOT LEARN FROM THEIR CHOSEN ONES AS THEY SHOULD. THEY HAVE FLOUTED WISDOM AND TRUSTED POWER. YOU MUST DO YOUR BEST TO CHANGE THIS.

				Both girls look appalled. We almost want to laugh. Seventeen, and so much unwanted responsibility.

				YOU MUST UNDERSTAND: BALANCE IS THE KEY. BALANCE. IF YOU TWO DO NOT UNITE BEFORE YOUR EIGHTEENTH BIRTHDAY, BEFORE THE DAY OF THE NINTH TASK, THERE WILL BE NOTHING LEFT FOR YOU TO SAVE.

				‘What?’ Aula snaps. ‘Nothing left? What do you mean?’

				YOU MUST CONTROL THE DIRECTION OF WISDOM.

				‘Control? How?’ asks Aula.

				But this is the question for them.

				REMEMBER, YOU ARE STRONGER TOGETHER.

				We draw ourselves up.

				We push them out into the world.

				Outside, we watch them stumble, recuperate, look at each other. Their mentors are stunned. Never have they seen their pupils pulled into Ariadnis before. Before, we simply allowed our voices to be heard.

				We turn inside ourselves. Was it enough? Will it help? Will they remember? The last bit of humanity left in the world . . . it is so delicate.

				STRONGER TOGETHER, we whisper to them.

				Will the idea take root? Will they learn?

				They are strong Chosen Ones. But the Chosen Ones have always been strong.

				That was never the problem.
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				274 Days

				Aula

				I call it the ache, cos that’s what it’s like – an emptiness. Needing something you don’t have. It starts like a sort of itch in my side, and it’s uncomfortable, but you know, fine. Then it gets worse. Till it’s like a flap of skin coming loose and letting dirt and grime and stinging fresh air in and that’s when I have to run.

				Today is like that.

				I can’t be on the Palace plateau where I live. Everyone knows me here. So I run all over. I use the ladders between the plateaus to go as far as I can.

				Here is the Earth plateau, where I weave in between the sowers and their plant beds. I run past the tomato vines and snag the smallest ones so I can stuff them, still warm from the sun, into my mouth. Then through the Episteme plateau, with its hulking white pillars and archways and dodders like Nadrik who are all obsessed with wisdom. They hiss at me as I fly past them, clutching books to their chests.

				There are three Industry plateaus, so hot from the engines that it’s almost unbearable on top of the already-sticky heat. Over the mess of noise – hammering, screeching mechanisms, high-pressured steam – I hear laughter and cursing. If Etain weren’t the Anax’s scribe, she’d want to be working down here. She should be working down here, really. She’s better than any of these idiots.

				On. Sometimes, if I wanna ruffle some feathers, I’ll run through the Magi plateau and interrupt them while they’re studying, or I’ll do a lap of the Temple plateau and yell something that’ll make the priests and priestesses come out of their cloisters.

				And sometimes . . . sometimes, I’ll go and see Sander at his house on the Water plateau. I skid to a halt as I come to his street. If yesterday hadn’t happened that’s exactly where I’d be going. But not today . . .

				But I need something now to distract me from the ache. When I was a kid, I could do it by letting Nadrik lecture me about what I was doing wrong in training and everything I need to work on and why I was talking like a street kid when I was brought up to speak proper. If we got time, we’d eat in between the scolding. 

				But Nadrik doesn’t show up for meals in the banquet hall any more. Maybe it’s cos all the rooms in the palace are the same: wide and grand and stuffy with too much floor and not enough windows. Nadrik always did like his rooms poky and his tables covered with books and notes rather than food. I eat with Etain in the prophet house these days anyway, so it’s not like I care.

				The difference with the prophets’ rooms and the palace rooms is that all of theirs are full. There are twenty different seers and another thirty helpers living here in the prophet house – they’ve got a fancy collective name, the Cassandrae – but none of them know how to tidy. No one really knows what the furniture looks like cos it’s been buried under all their crap. Walk into any room and you’ll see rickety shelves of oils for improving a prophet’s vision; tinctures for dulling it when they See too much and can’t sleep. There are huge ceramic bowls and stacks of warped mirrors for casting visions; massive reams of paper with sketches and notes from dreams or foresights. Olive pits and apple cores from prophets caught up in visions and having no time to eat properly.

				I dunno how to tidy either so it suits me just fine, especially cos when the ache gets really bad and I don’t feel like running, nothing fills the emptiness like inane chatter and watching prophets trying to sort through the chaos to find their scrying bowl.

				When I slouch into the kitchen there for breakfast, I’m hoping it will be the usual thing where they all talk over my head and leave me alone, but then I catch sight of Etain just across the room and the warning look she gives me lets me know that I’m gonna be disappointed. Sure enough, I’m about to go and sit next to her when a voice says, ‘Plates, Etain,’ and I look round and see that Ashir is behind me and wearing a look that’d put a dog’s tail between his legs. I can tell by the expression she’s got on that she knows exactly what happened last night with me and Sander.

				I try to put her off by smiling at some of the other prophets round the table – there’s never all fifty of them there cos someone’s always off trying to decode a prophecy or make a weather prediction (which frankly, I could do in my sleep. In the summer: hot. Wear as little as you can get away with. In the winter: warm. Maybe try a shawl if you’re a reptile). Today there are only twenty or so of them. I get a couple of nods and a hello but you can practically see Ashir’s anger gathering darkness and sulphur and no one wants to risk taking the heat off me when she’s clearly in a pissy mood.

				‘Plates, Etain,’ Ashir says again, and Etain goes to get them. As she passes, she mouths, are you OK? and I just shake my head and mouth back, later.

				‘So,’ Ashir says as I sit down next to a knobbly old woman called Igra. She’s our Deputy Head Prophet.

				My shoulders come up.

				‘So, Aula,’ Ashir goes on. ‘How is Sander?’

				Ashir thinks cos she brought me up she gets to prod all my sore spots with her twiggy fingers.

				I bite my tongue.

				‘Aula. I asked you a question.’

				By now my shoulders are somewhere around my ears.

				I am not gonna talk to her about what happened with Sander. Not about what I saw him doing in the bathhouses. Not about following to him to his house and knocking on the door. Definitely not about accidentally knocking too hard and watching the door cave in around my fist.

				‘Aula.’

				I’d sworn and pulled my hand out, looking at the ruin of wood fragments and metal hinges. Oh well. What’s done is done. Instead of leaving, I had stood back and roared, ‘SANDER! GET OUT HERE!’

				But it was his pa who came out. We have this history of hating each other which wasn’t improved by the sight of what I’d done to the door. We had a brief yelling match which ended when Sander appeared behind him.

				‘What do you want, Aula?’ he asked.

				Oof. All my rage rose to a hacking laugh. ‘What do I want? How about an explanation? You haven’t been to see me in days and now . . . You and Elea?’

				He blushed, but his jaw hardened, all defiant. ‘I never said we were a thing.’

				‘Not a thing!’

				‘Come on, Aula. It’s been nice but I just can’t handle—’

				‘What?’

				He stared at me. Didn’t say anything.

				‘What? What can’t you handle?’

				‘You!’ he shouted. ‘I can’t handle you.’ He stopped, and looked up and down the street, I guess to see if anyone was listening. ‘It en’t . . . natural. You being stronger than me,’ he went on. ‘It en’t right. A man’s gotta feel like a man. And I en’t even gonna mention your temper.’

				‘Well, gather round – look at Sander being manly!’

				He sighed, came out into the street. ‘What do you want, Aula? Besides a fight?’

				‘I came to tell you I won’t be made a fool of!’

				He gave me a sad look. ‘I reckon you’re doing a better job of that than I ever could. Look at you. You wanna put your head in an ice bucket.’ He turned to go.

				‘I en’t finished!’ I said.

				‘I am,’ he said. He closed the door.

				I ran forward and ripped it open. It tore clean off its hinges with a shriek. I was still holding it aloft by the handle when Sander’s pa had started yelling again . . .

				‘Aula,’ Ashir says now.

				‘Why do you care?’ I snap. ‘You en’t his mother.’

				Next to me, Igra flinches out of her doze.

				‘I am not his mother, no.’

				‘You en’t mine either,’ I say, which is a lie cos she might as well be. She looks like I’ve slapped her, and I feel my stomach turn guiltily.

				‘I am not your mother either, no,’ she says. ‘But I do care about the people the Chosen One turns her temper on, especially if she uses her powers in front of them just because she can.’

				‘Ma,’ Etain says quietly, putting the terracotta dishes down in front of her.

				Ashir ignores her. ‘You have your gifts for a reason,’ she says to me.

				Oh, here we go.

				‘You have an obligation to use them wisely.’

				‘It en’t a gift,’ I say. ‘You get given a gift. I was born with it. It’s part of me. I can’t help it.’

				‘Just as I was born with prophecy. But I learned to control it, and so will you. And don’t be pedantic.’

				‘It’s not my fault his door’s full of woodworm. And I en’t pedantic.’

				‘But it is your fault that his door is no longer there. Someone will have to pay for a replacement.’

				‘Fine! They can take it out of the treasury!’

				‘That’s not the point, Aula—’

				‘Then what is?’

				‘You can’t go interfering in other people’s lives just because they’ve chosen to exclude you from theirs. Sander . . . Sander has decided not to be with you. Don’t you think you should have respected his decision?’

				I don’t say anything.

				‘I know that it’s hard, Aula,’ she says. ‘But you have a responsibility to control yourself, just like we all do. More so, because you are the Chosen One. It is the city, not just the Cassandrae, that will be watching you.’

				Etain returns and puts down an antipasti board in the middle of the table. I look miserably from the crumbly white cheese to the olive bowl and the stack of floury bread, but I don’t want to be here any more. I reach for a handful of tomatoes and the end of a spiced sausage and get up.

				‘See you later,’ I mutter to Etain.

				‘Where are you going?’ she says.

				‘Back to my rooms,’ I say.

				‘Don’t forget to tell the treasury about the door,’ Ashir says smartly as I pass her.

				I’d looked at Sander desperately. ‘Please, don’t leave me,’ I whispered. ‘People always leave me.’

				But he was staring from me to the door and shaking his head. Like I was the scariest thing he’d ever seen in his life.

				‘Aula,’ he said. ‘Don’t you ever wonder why?’

				Joomia

				I call it the emptiness, because that’s what it’s like – the strangest, hardest feeling of not quite, not enough, never there.

				It is a void that doesn’t just swallow, it sucks up. It vanishes things. I am afraid one day it will take me as well. I am so, so afraid of it.

				But this leap?

				That is not fear.

				That is sense.

				‘Come on, Joomia. Just jump.’

				We’re in the biggest of Metis’s nine trees, and I’m standing on a typical Metisian viewing platform – a surface that’s woven like a basket, but made with living vines rather than dead ones. There are platforms, bridges and walkways all over Metis like this – but this is the lowest one on this tree. I have genuinely never thought to come down any further than this, but Taurus has.

				He stands across from me on the least stable branch I have ever seen. The bough sways warningly under him, though we’ve climbed places like this more times than I can recall and I’ve never seen him fall yet. It’s uncanny, in fact, the way he keeps himself upright, as if there were a string attached from his head to the sky. He adjusts the tilt of his head, shifts the bend in his knees – all to the right degree, all keeping him in one place. Taurus is a typical Metisian – generally only half-dressed in the heat; arms and legs ropy and sinewy from all the climbing we do; skin deep brown from the various ethnicities of our ancestors and the ever-present sun. The Old World used to have far more diversity – people with hair and skin like milk, different bodies, different languages; not to mention a plethora of religions and cultures, all of which were fair game for war and oppression. But there’s only us now: brown-skinned and dark-haired – with one or two exceptions. And the cultures and wars of that world have dwindled down to just us – just Metis and Athenas, at loggerheads over a book of wisdom.

				Are we different from them? Probably not. Will we be better? I suppose that’s what everyone’s hoping me and Aula will solve for them.

				I shake my head to clear these thoughts out and look at my present predicament: this jump.

				Like I said, it’s not that I’m afraid. I’ve spent my life climbing through the living wood pathways of Metis. I know how to shimmy my way up trunks and scale branches. But I also know when something’s not possible.

				‘Come on. You won’t fall,’ Taurus says.

				I shake out my leg in nervousness. My lesson with Mathilde. If I miss it . . .

				‘She’ll get over it.’

				You have met Mathilde?

				He lets out a sigh, which is how I know I’m boring him. 

				I tap my foot. Oh hell. I close my eyes. Catch me.

				And I leap.

				He snags my arm – nearly yanking it out of its socket – and hauls me steady against him and I gasp as the branch creaks and jostles beneath our weight.

				‘Got you,’ he breathes.

				What now?

				The grin he’s giving me means trouble. ‘Listen.’

				I hear water. It’s loud and clear as a drum, which is strange because on the platform I heard nothing. I squint down and up, but there are so many vines hanging here I can’t see a thing.

				‘Look down,’ he says. ‘Right down.’

				I hold his arms tightly, and lean away from the branch. Then I see what is unmistakeably a pool beneath us.

				I turn back to him with surprise on my face and his grin gets wider.

				‘Now for the fun part,’ he says.

				He lets go of me and throws himself against the vines. He reaches, catches hold, then slides. And just as I think, Good thing he never falls, he does. He drops out of my sight.

				I let out a shriek, but he’s gone, I can see white spray in the surface of the water, but the vines are swinging wildly, and I can’t tell if he’s come up. I wait, but there’s only the sound of the water.

				What do I do? What do I do?

				I open my mouth to scream. Someone should hear me.

				But his voice comes then, faint as a breeze.

				What is he saying?

				‘JUMP!’

				As my heart tries to reassert normal beating patterns, I vow to exact a painful revenge on him. I bend my knees and close my eyes. I’ll never live it down if I don’t follow him.

				I don’t so much throw myself forward as slip and fall.

				Aula

				I don’t go back to my rooms. I go and climb the Spindle. It’s an old watch tower on the edge of the Palace plateau and the tallest point of the city. Cos it en’t been used for lookout in years, it’s technically illegal to climb it, but no one ever sees and I’d like to see them stop me if they did.

				The rungs along the inside of the tower are rusted and broken and I always manage to cut myself on one of the jagged points, but the bit of peace I get when I’m at the top is worth the scrapes and the rust stains on my clothes.

				This morning the air smells of engine oil and frying food. I close my eyes. There’s the loud, rhythmic clank-crrrr-clank-crrrr of the mechanisms down in the trunks that hold us all in the sky. The machines are powered by fuel from the hot springs, far down in the earth. Sometimes I wonder who keeps all them cogs oiled and that, but I guess they have a magi for it or something. Closer, I can hear the far-off rumble of music from the drink houses in the Earth plateau. The sound of kids screeching as they run up and down the streets, heading to school. The dull roar of the massive mill that feeds water from the trees to everywhere else.

				I gaze across to the Water plateau, picking out the familiar rooftops to Sander’s house even though I’m telling myself not to look. The last time I was up here, it was with him. I pointed out his chimney. He pretended to see it.

				I aim a spit ball at the gutter running down below me.

				And then I look down. Right down, past the edges of the city, to the ground. If you look close, you can see the roots of the trees that Athenas is made out of. And under the roots, inside the rock we rest on, is Ariadnis. Below that, the city of Metis, the city of trees. And somewhere in there is Joomia.

				I think about my little doppelgänger almost every day. I wonder if she’s thinking about the fact that we’ve ignored what the Wise One told us to do. Unite before our eighteenth birthday? Back there in Ariadnis I almost believed it. But it just en’t gonna happen. How the hell are we supposed to unite two cities whose only joy is the fact that one day soon, their chance to settle the dispute of long ago will finally be over? That it’s gonna be me, or it’s gonna be her – but only one of us coming out with that book.

				There’s the creak of someone on the ladder.

				I turn.

				Etain’s pulling herself up through the gap in the roof beside me. I watch her steady herself on the tiles. Even doing that she looks like some sort of demi-goddess with her neatly teased afro and her skin like clay after it’s been fired and smoothed. I look down at my arms and chest – at the angry splatters of freckles against my burned red skin. If I avoid going out in the sun (I don’t) it’ll go back to its usual yellowish-olive colour, but nothing like Etain’s smooth, dark hue.

				‘If you’re coming up can you sit far away so I don’t have to feel ugly?’

				Etain rolls her eyes. ‘If you’re so ugly how come every girl in Athenas is racing to grow their hair as long as yours and buying shani root to dye it red?’ she says. ‘And what about at the last Wise One festival? Who was that boy who snuck us in? Emyll?’ Etain says. ‘And then all those boys you danced with . . . ? Gideon, Martik, Ilan . . .’

				‘They were idiots. They were sweet on anyone with a pair of tits.’

				‘Well, not in your case,’ Etain says, nudging me. ‘Tit-ettes. That’s what you’ve got.’

				I snort but it catches in my throat.

				She says, ‘You OK?’

				‘Yeah.’

				She knocks her head against my shoulder. ‘What happened?’

				I tell her about yesterday, about Sander, and afterwards I say the thing that’s been eating at me like acid. ‘Etain, what’s wrong with me?’

				One of my favourite things about her is that she knows I en’t really looking for an answer, so she doesn’t say a word, she just lets me barrel on.

				Etain is my sister in every way but blood cos neither of us have much family left. Her pa was one of the only male prophets to exist in the last century, but he died when a strong vision overcame him not long after she was born. My parents were too old to be having babies – my ma died in childbirth and my pa died of old age not long after they found the mark of the Chosen One on my neck.

				I know it en’t important who they were – especially not when blind luck’s given me Etain – but it’s hard to remember in moments like this.

				I sigh. ‘He – Sander – said I’m too strong.’

				‘That idiot.’

				‘Well, I am.’

				‘If you weren’t so strong, I’d wanna know who else could’ve got everyone out of the magi’s quarters when someone’s spell went supernova,’ she says. ‘And who else could have bashed that teacher at school for creeping on the kids? Who else could have stopped that rebel running Ma through with a knife that time during one of Nadrik’s speeches?’ She pats my shoulder lightly cos she knows I’m not big on hugging. ‘You’re OK, Aula.’

				I nod, and sit up straighter. ‘You should’ve been the Chosen One,’ I say. ‘You’re a better person.’

				She grimaces. ‘If I was, I dunno if I’d be doing any better than you. What’s brought this on, anyway? And don’t say Sander. It’s not just that, I can tell.’

				I shake my head to try and clear it. The sun is high now and it beats down relentlessly.

				‘I just . . . there’s something, er . . . not right . . . inside me. I’m . . . I dunno. It’s like I’m missing something. Does that make sense?’

				‘No,’ she says. ‘But I dunno why it should.’

				‘I’m so tired.’

				She nods. Then her eyes take on a sly gleam. ‘I know what you need.’

				‘What?’

				She mimes a bottle. ‘No one will be in the cellars,’ she says, downing her imaginary drink.

				I laugh, cos it amazes me that she can be like this with me, and tomorrow she’ll get up and be Nadrik’s straight-backed, intent assistant, and then if she’s got time she’ll go to the forge and be this expert metal worker, transfixed by her latest project.

				I’m lucky if I can just keep track of being me.

				She beckons to me, and I get up off my misery and follow her.

				Joomia

				There are those terrifying untethered moments of falling, and then I’m crashing into cold water, and going deep, deep down. I come up spluttering, scraping all my wet hair out of my face. And then I open my eyes.

				I’m in the centre of a pool into which a waterfall is splattering.

				I suppose in ordinary trees, like the ones that grow on the rest of the island, I would be asking how in the Wise One’s name a waterfall got to be there, but the nine trees that make up Metis are different from normal trees because they have veins. The branches of our trees feed into the cliff above us, so some of the older veins have taken to channelling spring water from somewhere in the forest above and consequently there are rivers and pools almost anywhere you go in Metis. That being said, I’ve never seen anything like this.

				Taurus is sitting on the lip of the pool a few feet away, wringing out his dreadlocks. Behind him, the vishaal tree has been carved out into a long, wide passage which goes back farther than I can see. He’s grinning at the look on my face.

				I give him a scathing look and crane my head up to gauge how far we might have fallen but it’s hard to say. Do you think anyone would guess there’s something here?

				‘Everyone knows about the pool,’ he says. ‘Just not many brave enough to jump.’

				How did I not know about it then?

				He shrugs. ‘If you’d made a few more friends other than me, maybe you would.’

				Thanks, I say, stung, before swimming towards him; I’m not a great swimmer but the tree rivers have given me enough of an education. Let’s go back, I say. Mathilde will be waiting for me and apparently I don’t have enough friends to be here.

				He rolls his eyes. ‘The pool isn’t why I brought you here.’

				Then what was?

				In answer, he takes hold of my hand and guides me towards the passage. Inside, the walls are damp and wrinkled as paper. It smells musty, like stagnant water and old herbs. Taurus pulls me along, and eventually the lumps in the floor even out and we lose sight of the pool. There’s still illumination though – a faint bluish glow that almost seems to be coming from the walls, though I can’t tell where exactly.

				As the light gets brighter, I realise what the source is. Bright veins of what looks like some kind of mineral are peering through gaps in the wood around us like iridescent scars – just like the ones in the rock around the door of Ariadnis.

				The veins glint and blur as we move past them until they seem to blend into a single colour, and I lose a sense of how far we’ve gone until Taurus throws out an arm.

				The smell is stronger here: the earthy aroma of rotting wood. Here, the passage comes to an abrupt stop. What we’re met with is a room, carved out like a cave. It’s lit by more of the strange mineral, and though the recesses of it are still shadowy I can see that every wall is lined with shelf upon shelf of books. There are chests stacked in every corner and right in the centre is an altar, covered with a faded cloth.

				I look at Taurus.

				He smiles. ‘It wasn’t here before. I know that sounds weird but I was just lying out by the pool this morning when I heard something give way back here, and when I came to look . . .’

				He gestures, and I look down to see fragments of wood, dark and porous. Well, that explains the smell.

				If the tree has rot, we need to tell someone, Taurus.

				‘I don’t think it was the tree. I think it was just an old door, made to look like the rest of the passage. Come on, I’m dying to have a nose around. I came back for you straight away.’

				I roll my eyes and push him ahead of me, but I’m touched.

				I don’t know where to look first. The smell of old paper is so delicious, and I want to pull every book down and read them right here and now. I’m already distracted by the titles on the spines. We have a library in the upper levels of Metis, but none of the spines are like this. These are soft, with flimsy paper covers and bent corners. I mouth some of the titles and hold them in my mouth like prayers. It might be the first time someone’s seen these names in many hundreds of years, and it fills me with wonder – not least because surely they shouldn’t be intact in a place so close to the damp. But closer inspection reveals a strange static against the shelves, and I assume I’m feeling the last gasp of a spell designed to repel dirt and mould.

				‘Wow! Look at all these amulets!’ Taurus says. Typically, he has gone straight for the stacked wooden trunks.

				I peer over his shoulder but it doesn’t take me long to get bored of the trinkets so I go back to the bookshelves and pull several down, marvelling at the delicacy of the pages, trying to memorise some of the lines.

				Some of them are beautiful, others sad, and all of them open like windows to other worlds and I have to put them down before I am drawn in.

				‘What’s a “hobbit”?’ Taurus asks, picking up the nearest book to him and squinting at the title.

				I shrug. It’s all Old World things.

				‘This one’s handwritten,’ Taurus is saying.

				Taurus, don’t bend them like that – they’re old! You’ve got to be careful with them.

				But his face has gone still.

				What? I kneel down next to him. He’s holding a book that looks different from the others. It looks much more like the books I’m used to – with a bark cover and stiff brown pages. He holds it out to me, open at the place he was reading. It’s just the front page, but the first line stands out, livid as a scar.

				The first line of text isn’t in a language I can read, except for the symbol for ‘Year’ that we use on The Great Calendar carved into High Tree and then the numeral I.

				My skin pinches tight all round me. Because the next words I can read quite easily:

				Lore Sumati, Year One.

				‘Yes.’

				Lore Sumati. The woman who brought our ancestors here after the Comet and the Great Wave hundreds of years ago. The woman who made our home, and separated us from the savage city of Athenas. The most powerful magi anyone’s ever heard of and the most intelligent woman in our history. The mother of the first Chosen One.

				Lore, who spoke with the Wise One.

				I am holding her journal.

				And unless I’m much mistaken, we are sitting in her study.

				It can’t be possible, I say, but Taurus rubs his mouth and gives me a look.

				‘Should we read it?’ he asks.

				I don’t know. Maybe we shouldn’t. But my hands are already flicking the pages. It’s not written in Babel, I say, surprised. Babel is what we speak now – an amalgamation of the languages our refugee ancestors brought to the island.

				‘Didn’t Mathilde teach you all the dead languages?’ Taurus asks. ‘Don’t you recognise it?’

				I pretend to look annoyed and he pretends to look chastened.

				I think it’s Hindi, I say. Only, I didn’t know that was Lore’s language. It is what they spoke in a place called India. Perhaps that is where she was from.

				Taurus looks at me with a face that says, damned if I know. ‘Let’s ask Mathilde later,’ he says.

				I sigh. My lesson. We should go back.

				Taurus rolls his eyes. ‘Ah, come on, Joomia, we can afford another few minutes.’

				I stand up. You can.

				He moans like I’ve wounded him but gets to his feet.

				The only way to get back up is to climb the vines. Children of Metis are practically born climbing something but what makes it difficult are the books, and the trinkets from the chest, that Taurus insists we bring with us. He binds the books together with a vine and hangs as many trinkets from his belt as he can.

				It feels wrong taking them, I say as we haul ourselves up through the mist and the greenery. Like we’re tomb raiders or something. Did you ever read about Egypt? It was a place in the Old World where men were cursed for ransacking the graves of the ancient monarchs.

				I know Taurus is rolling his eyes at me further up the vines. ‘No, Joomia, I didn’t know about that. Have you read every book in Metis?’

				Not every book.

				‘What happened to the grave robbers?’

				They died of heart attacks and pestilence.

				‘Pestilence?’

				It’s just an old word for disease.

				I hear him swear. ‘Just a little morbid then, the people from Egypt?’ But I think he can tell I’m actually scaring myself now because he goes on, ‘First of all, it’s not a grave, and second of all, I don’t know how many times I have to remind you of this, you’re the Chosen One. The Wise One chose you. And Lore’s daughter was the first Chosen One. She’s your birthright. You’re directly descended from her. These things basically belong to you.’

				Oh, don’t start all that birthright rubbish with me, I say crossly.

				We argue all the way back to the courtyard of High Tree – which is named for obvious reasons. Vishaal trees are the tallest, broadest trees in the forest, but none come as high as the central tree in Metis. The courtyard is one of the oldest marvels we have – our greatest proof of living magic, because it combines magi design with growing patterns of kernel vines and other parasite plants that infest our trees. The result is like the bottom of a reed basket – fifty feet across: a platform that has been woven from plants that continue to live and grow. All our structures are made like this – from our huts, which grow out of the branches like mossy fruit – to our pathways, which stretch vast distances from tree to tree; but none are quite as masterful.

				‘What has you got there?’

				I look up, and see Ade. She is the last of the three people who can inexplicably hear my strange way of speaking, and sometimes I wish I could trade her for someone else. Ade must be about twenty years older than me, but she’s got the mind of a child: flitting, erratic, at times completely crazy, at other, rarer times, lucid and determined, almost like anyone else. She is also – though many people seem to have forgotten – the eighth Chosen One. At least she’s alive: all other Chosen Ones before her died on their eighteenth birthday, when they completed their task in Ariadnis.

				She’s looking at the books Taurus is carrying, her head quirked like a bird.

				‘Just books,’ Taurus says.

				‘Was you studying?’ Ade says.

				‘Something like that,’ Taurus says, winking at me.

				Ade, of course, doesn’t notice. ‘I has a song, if you wants to hear it,’ she says, but she doesn’t wait for either of us to agree before she begins to trill.

				Ade is a cautionary tale for what happens when you have prophecy living inside you. Even the first vision you have can damage your mind – one of the reasons that in Metis and Athenas, everyone is checked for prophecy when they’re children. According to Mathilde, prophecy came to Ade late. The strength of it was devastating and now her mind is fractured – existing in the past, the present and the future, with nothing to tell her which is reality. Sometimes she has trouble with things that aren’t there, or memories that haunt her, and when that happens we need to calm her down.

				Prophecy has also stolen her beauty. It’s easy to see that she used to have it, but all the visions have carved webs of pearly scar tissue under her permanently bloodshot eyes, and it’s given her a strange, wild look that makes people afraid to approach her.

				‘She was so glorious,’ Mathilde said, when I asked her about Ade before her gift of prophecy came. She would know – Ade is Mathilde’s daughter.

				We wait for Ade to stop singing and thank her for the song and then she scampers away up into the branches, muttering to herself.

				Taurus and I have to separate when we get to the courtyard because of all the traders setting up their stalls. We dodge around people moving baskets and crates. I’d forgotten that it’s market day today.

				I read once that markets used to be about trading, using bits of metal called money, but thankfully that tradition stopped after the ancestors came to the island. Market day is now just a monthly occasion for people to show off what they’ve been doing for four weeks. They might have been making soap or flavouring cheese or picking fruit or sewing patterns into fabric but everyone likes to show up with something, and once everyone has been thoroughly congratulated on their work they start to trade. For trade, each tree provides their own offering: meat, vegetable, mineral, cloth, cleanliness, spells, guidance, drink and repairs. It rotates every year, so it becomes a different tree’s duty to provide a different offering, which helps keep the trees healthy and our makers happy. I don’t know if this was Lore’s alternative to the money problem, but it does seem to work and it’s a nice way of getting people from all over the city together.

				I have to haul Taurus away from a lot of the stands as we weave our way across; many of them attempt to hail me over too.

				‘Mathilde says it’s good for them to see the Chosen One,’ he argues as I jostle him away from Alys, who harvests sweetberry, towards the higher pathways to where Mathilde lives. Still, their voices follow me:

				‘Look at this, Chosen One.’

				‘Blessings upon you, Chosen One.’

				‘Food for you, Chosen One?’

				And I smile. And I nod. But I don’t stop. I know the things they say about me:

				‘I wonder how Elder Mathilde teaches her.’

				‘Can’t be easy, teaching a mute.’

				‘But, Pa, isn’t the Chosen One supposed to have powers?’

				‘Maybe we got a dud.’

				‘I heard the Chosen One in Athenas could lift a building up with one finger.’

				They sigh wistfully. Because they don’t have a Chosen One who can lift a building with one finger. They have me.

				Aula

				I’m air.

				I’m floating.

				I’m drunk.

				Etain and me found the oldest wines in the cellars. I try and remember why I ever thought it tasted disgusting. It tastes of nectar. It tastes of fruit. It’s delicious.
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