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The Oracle of Seattle

​Moonlight
glittered coldly through Jacob's skylight. The augury called to
him, the city waiting to be bled, needing to offer her most
intimate parts to him. The light from Jacob's last vision had
faded, and he also hungered, craving fulfillment.

Jacob wouldn't be rushed, though. He washed
what mattered in the stained sink, water as hot as he could stand
it: hands, wrists, neck. Then the tattoo, the windowpane the
priests had insisted he have etched into the crown of his
skull.

He always found it ironic to bear the mark so
high when the words of God came to him from the city beneath his
feet.

Using a broken-handled disposable, he shaved
both his chin and head in the tiny bathroom, using his fingers to
find any missed spots instead of a reflection, as the mirror had
long been replaced with dull wood, just as the windows in the
single-room loft had been covered in fine white gauze.

Fingers brushed against the glass, even with
its cover, told Jacob just how cold it would be that night, so he
added more layers: desert camo pants over his jeans, two dull
sweaters and a thick pea coat, extra socks and heavy boots. He
didn't bother covering his head. The tattoos identified him as one
of the faithful to those who knew how to read them. To everyone
else he just looked massive and tough, a big bald guy with flames
dancing around his neck and curling up behind his heavily pierced
ears.

Finally, Jacob was ready, as ready as he'd
ever be before a divination. He'd fasted for the day, drinking only
cool green tea, and meditated all afternoon, traces of jasmine
incense still drifting through his room. It wasn't that Jacob
considered himself important, or that he needed the purification.
He didn't matter, nor did the priests.

The visions were what mattered. The pictures
from God.

The night proved as cold as the stars above
had promised. Jacob kept his head down as he quickly walked past
the darkened windows of the building next to the sidewalk. He
didn't want to see his reflection there. The only reflective
surface that mattered to him was the Holy Mirror he grasped before
the images from God poured through. He did listen for the heartbeat
of the city, though. Seattle was alive under his feet, hurting and
hungry. He heard it in the pleas of the panhandlers in the street,
the quiet vibrations of the light-rail, the swish and go of the
traffic.

The wind picked up as Jacob walked out of
downtown and up Madison Street, wicked and teasing, trying to find
a way through his layers. He ignored it, like he ignored the
rubbish strewn across his path; gaudy fast-food wrappers, stained
white bags, broken green bottles and bright red cans. Though he
could use those entrails to tell the future—the debris of the
city's people—the readings were only surface deep.

To see the truth and to really hear God,
Jacob needed the city's blood.

# # #

Stadium lights and huge arc spotlights shown
down on the construction side, blocking the moon and draining the
color from the night. Packed dirt lay across the bowl of the dig,
while teeth-like beams of wood crowded the edges. Huge yellow
trucks hulked in the corners, their rusted shovels raised high, as
if in praise.

Jacob skirted the edges of the site so no one
would see him too soon, make too much of him when it wasn't
appropriate. The ground had been scraped clean then pounded, so
much dust under his feet.

At the back of the site the priests and
workers had set up a stage, near where the retaining wall was being
built. When Jacob climbed up and looked back, he could see the rest
of the site, rising in a semi-circle before him, like a natural
amphitheater.

Only when Adam, the head priest, came over to
shake Jacob's hand did the gathering crowd murmur his name. The
slithering whisper made Jacob shiver more than the cold could.

"Where should we cut tonight?" Adam asked.
Though he was shorter than Jacob, his turban gave him extra height,
something they often teased each other about. Soft brown eyes
peered at Jacob from a craggy face that spoke of hardship and
suffering. His beard dropped down to his chest and gray had crept
into the black curls there.

Jacob looked at the stage, merely a series of
flat boards on top of smooth dirt. His head swung first in one
direction then the other, his sensing taking hold and leading. He'd
seen someone dowsing like this once, the tree limb shaking and
swinging.

"There," Jacob said at last, pointing just
off center, to the left.

"Wonderful!" Adam said, as if he really meant
it, as if this was as amazing as Jacob's reading. He turned quickly
and directed two workmen to lift the planks and set others to drag
equipment to where Jacob had indicated.

The muttering in the crown increased. A deep
thrum issued from the uncovered earth, vibrating Jacob's
very bones. He walked closer to the spot, hypnotized.

While the workmen got ready, the priests
Deepa and Mac moved to the front of the stage and started their
shtick. Jacob recognized the necessity despite his growing
eagerness and anticipation, how greeting those near you helped form
community, how the litany and invocation drew the practitioners
closer to the same frame of mind. The blessings rolled off him,
familiar and soothing, while the hymns settled him down.

They weren't important, though. The trappings
of the service weren't as important as the act Jacob was about to
perform.

The sudden roar of the chainsaw brought Jacob
further calm, though many in the congregation were startled. He
knelt beside the open hole, blessing the city and the earth for
what they were about to give to him. When he lifted his hands,
raised like a surgeon asking for gloves, the men started.

The song of the chainsaw lowered in pitch as
the blade sank into the earth, the ground giving way easily, only a
little dust kicked up. The first man made his cuts quickly, a long
rectangle. Jacob didn't want to know the worker's name—he didn't
want to be tainted by his deeds—but he was impressed with the cut,
how little blood seeped through.

The second man quickly used tongs to raise
the patch of dirt. Jacob plunged his hands into the hole before it
had even cleared the platform. His fingers sank into the gelatinous
entrails underneath, made slippery with the earth's blood. He
quickly worked one hand under the hot rubbery collection of
intestines and pulled, hard. The ends dropped away as soon as they
reached the air. Jacob only pulled up a single handful before the
rest shrank back into the ground and mere dirt filled the hole.

Turning to the side, Jacob deposited his
offering on the stage. The entrails steamed in the cold night air.
Dark red blood dripped off the white guts, forming rich soil
underneath. Jacob waited until the entrails contracted, prodding
them with blood-spattered hands, seeking the mirror point.

There it was, to the left of center, just
like the spot that had been begging to be cut. The symmetry pleased
Jacob as he clamped his hands around either side, squeezing
tightly.

For a moment Jacob worried he'd gotten it
wrong as the spot grew black at first. Then it changed and silver
reflected out, the direct rays of God spearing Jacob with their
brilliance, the Holy Mirror forming.

Then the world disappeared and the vision
from God filled Jacob:

Jacob's beloved city crumbles before the
wave of sound echoing from the south. A rabbit leads a band of
troops away across a green field. A hawk swoops down and digs its
talons into Jacob's mouth, piercing his lips and holding him
silent. The blood that drips to the ground continues to sing.

Jacob expected the light to go out suddenly
after that, as if God had thrown a switch. As it always did.

It did not this time.

Instead, the illumination brightened, growing
harsher than even the sun. Jacob had to hide his eyes with his arm
though it didn't do much good. His flesh appeared translucent in
such brilliance.

NO MORE.

The presence that accompanied the light began
to draw away.

"Wait!" Jacob was surprised he could speak.
The pain of the hawk's talons still gripped his lips. "What do you
mean, no more?"

YOU WILL NOT FIND ME AGAIN, the voice
uttered. NOT LIKE THIS.

"No. No!" Jacob screamed as the light
fled.

When Jacob came back from his trance the
priests, workers and congregation all stared at him strangely.

During his trance, Jacob had thrown the
entrails off the stage. The sacrilegious act frightened him almost
as much as the strange shape his hands had formed, empty and
cupped, as if seeking water from a fountain.

# # #

The priests easily interpreted Jacob's
visions, speaking the truth to those gathered.

The first meant news from the south, bad
enough to draw the city to its knees—probably an attack of some
sort, possibly a bombing. The priests organized support groups and
emergency call chains so the congregation could quickly help those
who were affected.

The troops following the rabbit meant a time
for peace drew near. Lists of congressmen to call, write, and
pressure were passed out.

The hawk was obviously the military, trying
to silence the community, though despite their best efforts, the
words of God would sing free.

That was all Jacob had spoken and all the
priests knew. They might have suspected more, but they left Jacob
in peace.

Jacob couldn't go to them, not even to Adam,
to ask about the rest of his vision. He was too afraid of what it
meant.

Later that night, in the privacy of his room,
Jacob pulled out the battered deck of tarot cards that he'd carried
with him since he'd been fourteen, the ones that had given him the
first hint of his gift. He relaxed when he touched it. No matter
where he kept the deck, even in the chill of his loft, it always
felt warm under his fingers. That night the cards still welcomed
him like an old friend, sliding together easily.

Jacob's relief died when he started drawing
cards. The order was random. No tale grew, no direction was
indicated. The arcana were balanced between major and minor, and no
suit held prominence.

Once, the fourth time Jacob asked a question
for the cards to answer, he almost caught a pattern—life, death,
change—but then it shifted and the next card seemed more random
still.

Shaking, Jacob jammed the cards together and
stuffed them into their bag. The wind rattled the windows in their
panes. Jacob turned to look out, wondering now if he could, if it
mattered anymore.

God had already caught Jacob's reflection,
and found him wanting.

# # #

After a week of trying every divination
method he'd ever learned, as well as inventing a few, Jacob trudged
through the cold Seattle rain down to the Greyhound station, one of
the few places in the city that still had pay phones, and called
Adam. The light from God and His last vision was fading, leaving
Jacob more cold and alone than ever before.

Adam seemed to have been expecting Jacob's
call and told him to wait right there. Jacob sat, shivering inside
his layers on the hard, on a scarred wooden bench inside the
terminal. The smell of urine and bodies that hadn't seen soap for
months didn't bother him as much as the stares of the workers and
riders. He'd forgotten to cover up his tattoos. Here they marked
him as an outsider, possibly dangerous and unpredictable. He rubbed
his savaged and marked hands together, wondering if he'd ever view
them again covered in the earth's blood.

Jacob almost felt the beat
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