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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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