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Prologue

Etain

I keep coming back to this memory of you, Ma …

I was in the kitchen of the prophet house, clearing wooden plates stained dark with vinegar and oil, putting discarded tomato stems in the compost, rewrapping fruit in cloth. You were still frozen in your seat at the head of the table. The argument you’d just had with Aula hung in the air like the smell of burned bread. Aula had punched a hole through her ex-boyfriend’s door or something like that. It was a fairly typical Aula mishap, and it was fairly typical of you to give her the old you have a responsibility to control yourself line.

What wasn’t so typical was that you were still sitting there, like you were too tired to move. Like the argument had cleaned out all your energy. You treated Aula like she was one of your own, and she was. Aula was my best friend, more like my sister, so arguments between the three of us were always gonna happen. But this time was different.

Had you Seen something? I try to remember your face in that moment: the harassed lines around your mouth and eyes, the heaviness in your forehead, the grey streaks worn into your tight black curls. Is that why you were sitting here – because you knew this was the last argument you’d ever have?

In a few hours you’d go over to Aula’s palace rooms to make it up with her. There, you would have a vision that would weaken you enough to put you in the healing houses for the rest of your life.

How many times had you told me about the dangers of prophecy?

Most of the time, Etain, you’d say, the future’s just snatches and glances, like coordinates on a map. But sometimes a prophet will get a vision that will let her See not just coordinates but the whole winding route of someone’s fate. And that’s where the danger lies. Human eyes aren’t well adapted to looking at the world that way, and delving too deep into visions can shatter your mind.

And yet I knew you’d been trying to open yourself up to visions like that recently, to try to See something that would help Aula or Taurus or me.

The other prophets had gone to bed. It was just me and you now.

I finished wiping the table. ‘Ma, what is it?’

You remained perfectly still, fist pressed against your mouth in thought. When you looked up, I had the sense that you were organising your thoughts and that the thoughts weren’t getting put to bed without a fight.

‘I’m just thinking,’ you said.

‘Worrying,’ I corrected.

You wrinkled your nose in agreement.

‘Aula will be all right, Ma,’ I said. ‘She just thinks no one understands her. She still doesn’t know there are other people who’ve got a prophecy about them besides her.’

Aula might have been born to unite the people of our city, Athenas, and its rival city, Metis, but I was born to lead both those peoples into a future that combined their seemingly antithetical cultures into one. You’d had me at that grindstone all my life. You had me learning all the leader tricks I could from Nadrik, and down in Metis you had Taurus absorbing everything he could from their leader, Mathilde, so he could report it all back to me later. I knew your life had been dedicated to getting those two things to work: our people united, and led by someone who you trusted. But I was still your girl, Ma. And I still just wanted your attention.

‘Sorry, sweetheart, what did you say?’

I felt my face heat, annoyed at myself. I repeated, without embellishment this time: ‘Aula will be all right, Ma.’

‘Yes, yes, I know. You’ll take care of her, Etain.’

For some reason that gave me a strange feeling in my stomach – because you didn’t seem to be talking about the argument. You seemed to be talking about something that was way more long-term.

I guess I had you rumbled cos you jerked and stretched out your arms, yawning theatrically.

‘What do you mean, Ma? Where are you going?’

You batted a hand at me. ‘Darling, you know what I mean. I’m the mother figure. Sisters are much better at getting through to each other than mothers are.’

But you hadn’t meant that, I knew you hadn’t. I hesitated, wondering if I should be worried, hoping I didn’t have to be. You’ll take care of her, Etain.

‘When will I take care of her, Ma? What did you mean? Like … when I’m leader?’

You massaged the skin around your eyes with your fingertips. ‘Well, yes, I suppose so. But you’ll have to take care of everyone when you’re leader, not just Aula.’

I frowned. ‘And … and where will you be?’

It had never occurred to me that you wouldn’t be there. But at that moment it seemed like … like maybe you’d Seen that future already.

There was this horrible silence as you lowered your hands. You looked frightened. Like you really didn’t know. But then you smiled. ‘I’ll be clearing up the mess,’ you said. ‘Now take that look off your face – don’t be silly. What are you doing tonight?’

I sighed, thought about fighting against the subject change, and gave up when I caught your eye.

‘Well, Aula’s just had a nasty break-up.’

‘So … ?’

‘So, do you have the keys to the wine cellar?’

You sniffed. ‘I would definitely not recommend looking above the lintel for it.’

‘You’re supposed to discourage me,’ I said.

‘I think you’ll learn to discourage yourself from it sooner than I could persuade you to,’ you replied.

I laughed.

 

I wish I’d known this was the last real conversation we’d get to have.

The next time I saw you, you were in Aula’s arms, being carried down to the Head Healer, Phythia. The networks of scars around your eyes were glowing.

In a matter of months, you’d be dead.
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