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	One

	My father’s pyre ceremony is in a couple of hours. Michael and I are both still in shock with his sudden passing, but our mother is taking it rather well. She and Michael are gathering clothes to dress my father while I sit on the couch in the living room, numb. It was only last week that he became ill, which came on suddenly. No one at the hospital in the village of Tanis couldn’t figure out why or how, which is strange since they’re so advanced in medicines and immunizations. We haven’t had any significant diseases in hundreds of years, so for someone to suddenly die without a known cause leaves everyone wondering.

	“Aven, did you call the carriage?” my mother calls to me from down the hall.

	I stand, enter the kitchen, and pick up the receiver. I have to crank the handle several times to generate the needed power to make the call. It’s an old device, so outdated that I’m surprised it still works, but it’s the only way to communicate here in the village of Haile. The phones in Tanis are much more sophisticated, but that’s because they have all the advancements handed to them to ensure our health and well-being.

	“Livery, please,” I say to the woman who answers the line. The tone on the phone switches and a click lets me know I’m connected. “Carriage to the kerk needed.” I give the man our address and hang up.

	“The carriage is on its way,” I yell to my mother, then promptly sit back down on the couch. 

	Michael peers around the corner. “Is that what you’re wearing?” he asks.

	I cross my arms to cover my bare midriff since the black shirt I’m wearing isn’t long enough. My legs are covered in only stockings and a skirt. “Yes. Dad didn’t judge my clothing, so you shouldn’t either,” I snap.

	“You’re going to freeze at the henge,” he says, then leaves.

	I know he’s right, but I’m just not in the mood to care right now. Our father just died this morning, and our religion dictates that he be burned the same day as his death. Those who have family are cremated the day they die since there’s already someone who can take care of whatever has been left behind. For someone who doesn’t have any family to be cremated, the dean who’s in charge of our religious practices needs to wait two days before he can conduct the pyre ceremony. This gives the elders time to place the person’s effects into order. I don’t understand the necessity of such a hasty ritual, but I’m not one to argue with tradition. 

	My mother emerges from her room carrying a suit, just as the bell for the door chimes. I slip on my winter coat, pull up the hood, and venture down the steps. The three of us cram into the back of the carriage, which heads towards the City of Delphi.

	Our village sits along the city’s border to the east and southeast. It’s a quiet little hamlet filled with charming shops, schools, and a few taverns. Haile is the most relaxed of the four villages that surround Delphi. Otrar, which covers the northern border, has the strictest laws. The religious orders, along with our security force, occupy that village. The Sacrer seminaries have slowly been collapsing over the years, as a new sect called the Mitris arrived. No one is sure where they came from, just that their popularity is spreading. We’ve been told by our dean that their followers are filled with corruption and are hungry for power, which makes them dangerous. I think Dean Chares is the last of the original Sacrer to have successfully left Otrar. Those who are studying to follow the ways of the Sacrer religion are still in seminary, which takes decades of learning, but many are falling away from the Ancient religion and moving towards the Mitris. 

	No one is sure why.

	In order to enter the city, we have to cross the large river that divides it from its villages. Each has one cobblestone bridge as the only gateway in. Our destination is the kerk, a cathedral which sits in the center of the city. Its dome roof is supported only by columns, which allow people in the vestibule of the kerk to see all sides of Delphi. It was meant to be symbolic at one time, but the meaning has been lost over the generations. The true sanctuary is below the surface, as is the historical archive and Dean Chares’ quarters. I’ve only seen the sanctuary once, which was on the day of my blessing. Every child is blessed in ethereal water at the age of seven, purifying them and setting their place in society. History states that the water for the blessing comes from an aquifer hidden in the Valley of Dearmad, made pure by the ashes of our ancestors. I’m not one to believe in old wives’ tales but my mother thinks it’s true, and my brother does as well. 

	The carriage stops on the east side of the kerk. We step out, climb the narrow steps, and enter the vestibule. There’s a series of staircases situated between every other column allowing access to the sanctuary. My mother and Michael start down, but I stay.

	“Aren’t you coming?” Michael asks.

	“I can’t. I’ll wait for you up here.”

	He gives me a frown, but doesn’t push. 

	The wind whips through the vestibule since it’s completely open to the elements. I bury my hands in my pockets to try to keep them warm. I’m not sure how long I’ll have to wait, so I find myself walking the tight pattern of the green marble covering the floor. The elaborate design moves gracefully from one end of the structure to the other. The longer I trace the pattern the dizzier I become, so I stop. Michael, our mother, and Dean Chares emerge a few moments later just as a carriage pulls up. It’s different than the ones I’ve typically ridden in: it has an extended bed in the back, a small buggy at the front behind the driver, and is draped all in black. I notice a cloth-wrapped body in the bed of the carriage. It’s my father. Dean Chares climbs into the back while the three of us get into the buggy. The carriage heads north to Otrar, where we will take the Sojourner’s Path to the Valley of Dearmad. The pyre ceremony is a private one, held only for family. The ride to the valley will take a little over an hour. The lane is lined with thick trees to prevent those traveling from seeing the seminary schools. Only those who have been destined for those lives may witness what is involved. It’s kept a secret from the rest of us. 

	I lean against my mother, who wraps an arm around my shoulder, pulling me against her. She begins to sing a melody I’ve heard all my life, which brings me comfort. She does it in such a way that I’m the only one who can hear her. She’s never sung it to Michael or my father, just to me. I’m not sure why, but I like that it’s a special bond the two of us have. Worry takes over the calm that has finally settled over me. With our father gone, this makes Michael and me much more vulnerable to the lies and rumors that have been spread since our birth. Especially since our father’s death was under non-natural circumstances.

	Michael and I have never really had a peaceful existence. We were twins born into a society that hasn’t seen such an event in hundreds of years. Our birth made headlines in all the villages. Many of them showing congratulations to the couple, with only a few condemning them. Our parents lost some lifelong friends when they discovered she’d been carrying twins. Michael and I are treated a little differently than most people our age. Some citizens embrace us and look to us as a new beginning for our world. Others see us as a threat, something to be feared, because it’s strange and unknown. Some even consider our birth to be unnatural.

	Our parents have kept us well hidden, but as we grew they had to let us venture out and discover our own identities. We’ve always been told by Dean Chares, the historian and priest of Delphi, that having twins is a miracle from a higher being. That it should be celebrated, embraced, and honored. However, since the last set was born over three hundred years ago, society’s tune has changed. Fear took over. Many attributed the end of the last plague, known as the Mors Plague to no more multiple births, in fact, it was improved medical procedures and medicines that cured the city of it. Twins were a sign of darker times to come. Illness was said to return and sweep over much of the land. It doesn’t mean that the community has let us live in peace. Many feel our parents are preventing us from doing harm to everyone, which is why nothing has happened. But now with our father gone, who knows what people will say? I don’t think they’ll relax until Michael and I are dead. 

	Dean Chares is the only person we’ve known our whole lives. Our parents have sought his counsel almost on a weekly basis since our birth, for fear of what the other citizens might do to us once we move away from our parents. He can easily calm the nerves of everyone, but still there are threats to our existence and rumors about the harm we’ll supposedly bring to the world. Even after nineteen years, people still talk.

	I must have fallen asleep, as I hear my mother calling for me to wake through closed eyes. We’re deep in the valley; tall green hills encircle the area, blocking us from the villages and the city. The only structure in the whole valley is a large, stone pillar henge that sits at the very bottom of the valley floor. The driver assists the dean with our father’s remains, while Michael and I light the torches that circle the pyre in the center of the henge. Once the body is properly positioned, the dean says a few prayers in a language I don’t understand. Michael and my mother each take a torch, and as soon as the prayers are over they light the pyre. I should be following suit, but I can’t do that to my father. I was too close to him, like Michael is with our mother.

	We stay until the sun has set and the fire dies down. Any remains that don’t burn are entombed under the pyre. That process is not viewed by the family; the dean will come back another day to dispose of what’s left. We climb into the carriage and return to the kerk. Another carriage picks us up and takes us back to our dwelling. We live in a five-story apartment building; our apartment is on the third floor towards the back of the structure. As soon as we’re inside, our mother heads to her room to rest. Michael gets dinner ready while I set the table. I grab four place settings and don’t catch myself until I’m almost done. I quickly put the extra pieces back before Michael notices. 

	Mother says she isn’t hungry, but I set a plate aside for her in case she is later. I clean the dishes while Michael heads off to his room. I’m glad to be alone; it’ll make my escape that much easier. I wait another hour before venturing back outside. The plaza in front of our apartment is covered in greenery and fountains, and paths line the entire area, which makes for a great environment to relax in, though it’s so cold now no one is venturing outside. I walk quickly down the street towards the clock tower that rests at the intersection of the four main roads in Haile. This is where I will meet Leo at night. If Michael or my mother found out I was secretly seeing him, they would probably kill me, but not literally.

	Leo Coulson is the son of Grey Coulson, a former suitor of our mother’s and the one mainly responsible for all the rumors being spread about Michael and me. Grey is a hateful man who will do and say anything to get people to think the way he does. His son Leo is nothing like his father. He despises the man and everything he represents. The two of us have joked about leaving Haile and venturing out into the rest of Comoros, the region we live in. Now that my father is gone, I wish more than anything to make that a reality.

	The back door of the tower is usually left unlocked, so I try the handle and venture inside. The only light is from the face of the large clock, but it’s enough to light my way up the wooden stairs. Leo is waiting for me at the top, a blanket in hand. He kisses me passionately, then we curl up together on the floor and watch the City of Delphi dance in the night. I lean into Leo, trying to bury myself as deeply as possible. He holds me tight.

	“How are you holding up?” he asks a few minutes later.

	“I don’t want to go through anything like that again.”

	“I know how you feel.”

	Leo’s mother was killed in a fire when he was nine. I can’t imagine being that young and losing a parent. Leo is a lot like his mother, which is probably why he and Grey don’t get along so well. 

	I fall backwards as Leo moves, changing his position so he’s now on top of me. He kisses me deeply as his hands search for his favorite spots on my body. I moan in delight, thankful for the distraction.

	“You know, I found out something very interesting the other day,” Leo says as the heat between our almost-naked bodies builds.

	“And what’s that?”

	“The Order of Terac is recruiting beginning next week. If I can get in, then we can finally leave this place.”

	The Order of Terac is the disciplinary force in Comoros. They have a special installation in the City of Terac where everyone who wants to be a member is trained. The Order has residences in all cities and provides us with peace and safety. They’re not permitted to interfere with any religious practices or ceremonies, as is the law. I’m not overly thrilled with the idea of Leo joining the Order, as it’s a dangerous job, but it will allow us the freedom we’ve so longed for.

	I smile at the idea, as well as the pleasure he’s giving me. 

	We venture our separate ways a little over an hour later. Michael is sitting on the couch when I enter the apartment. I can tell from the look on his face that he’s been waiting for me for a while.

	“Where the hell have you been?” he almost shouts, but then remembers our mother is sleeping.

	“Out,” is all I respond as I toss off my coat.

	“You were with Leo, weren’t you?”

	“Why would you say that?” I ask, trying to hide my surprise.

	“I’m not stupid, Aven. I’ve seen how he looks at you. He’s not good enough for you. His father is a worthless piece of trash. How can you align yourself with that family? You’ll break Mother’s heart if she ever finds out.”

	I fly over to him and jam my finger in his face. “If you tell her, so help me it won’t be just Father who’s dead. I’ll burn you on the pyre alive if I have to.”

	“He’s just like Grey, you wait and see. He’ll turn on you just like Grey turned on Mother.”

	Michael slams his bedroom door, which wakes Mother. She pokes her head into the hallway, then frowns when she sees my face.

	“Are you two fighting again?” she asks as she exits her room.

	“When aren’t we fighting?” I respond a little too flippantly.

	She takes my arms in her hands, rubbing them gently. “Now is not the time for you two to be at each other’s throats. With your father gone, you know things will start to worsen until the dean can settle everyone down.”

	“I know, but I’m just sick of living like this. Having to walk on eggshells because of some stupid ignorance. When will everyone learn that Michael and I are just like everyone else? Why do they make it so personal? What did we ever do to them?”

	My mother guides me over to the couch in the living room and gestures for me to sit. “You and Michael are so important to our society. Your father and I have been doing our best to make sure your lives were enriched enough for you to make the right choices. Starting tomorrow, you and Michael will need to spend at least an hour a day with the dean to find your spiritual balance.”

	I try not to roll my eyes.

	“Aven, these people owe you their lives and their futures. They just don’t remember.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Dean Chares will explain in his teachings. As for now, it’s late, so let’s go to bed.”

	She kisses me on the forehead and retreats to her room. I linger for a few minutes before turning in. My mother’s words puzzle me, but it could just be that our father’s death has finally gotten to her. 

	 

	 

	 


Two

	Michael still wants to fight with me even as we make our way to the kerk per our mother’s instructions. We’re walking today; we’re not taking a carriage because we can’t really afford one, and it’s not for a somber or celebratory occasion. I can’t figure out this sudden interest of our mother’s in sending us to the kerk. It’s not a regular place we visit, even though we know the dean quite well. He usually comes to our home when my parents need him, so going to his quarters is out of the ordinary. 

	There isn’t anyone to meet us in the vestibule, so we take the stairs down into the sanctuary. The stairwell is lined with warm, burning candles that seem to never go out. An orange glow fills the chamber as we reach the bottom of the stairs. The room is just as I remember from back when we had our blessing: filled with wooden pews, an abundance of light coming from torches that line the walls, and in the center of the room is a fountain that contains the ethereal water. I wander the sanctuary, examining the many paintings that line the walls. The last time I was here there were only eight paintings, but now there are twelve. None of them makes any sense to me, but I’ve not been taught in the ways of the seminary. All I see are blurry splotches of paint smeared on a canvas, so I guess only those from Otrar will understand them. Michael stares at the fountain, mesmerized by the bubbling water as it rises a few feet above the bowl. 

	“I notice some paintings have been added since I was down here last. Has anything else changed?” I ask Michael, making my way back to him.

	“That’s a weird question. Just those paintings have been added. However, that one over there was still blank as of yesterday.” 

	He points to the painting on the wall behind me. It depicts a dark and light side intertwining with deep crimson at the base. I sense Michael next to me, examining the painting as well.

	“What do you think it means?” I ask him.

	“It’s the telling of times to come,” Dean Chares says behind us. 

	We turn around as the dean moves deeper into the sanctuary. His red robes hang off his aging bones and his face and head are covered in white stubble. He has a solemn look on his face as he steps beside us, his hands behind his back.

	“It looks like there’s a war coming,” Michael says.

	“Not in our present future, Michael, but eventually. The world is always fighting demons and the like for the hearts of the pure. This is just one potential outcome of the prophecy told to us.”

	“Why aren’t any of the paintings clear?” I ask.

	“Views can be distorted if looked at incorrectly. It’s mainly to demonstrate that no one view is correct, and that images aren’t always what they seem.”

	The dean signals for us to follow him below the sanctuary. We take the lone staircase down, turn right, and enter a musty room filled with cobwebs, journals, and odd trinkets made of stone and metal. The archive isn’t what I pictured it would be, but then again nothing ever is. We take a seat at the lone table against the back wall, plunging us deeper into the dirt and grime. Dean Chares reaches to a shelf beside his chair and removes a dust-covered book. It’s small, thin, and looks archaic.

	“This is the Sacrer Tome. It contains the Ancient language of our ancestors and gives us power to move into the future,” the dean says, placing the book before us. “Unfortunately, there is only one copy of the tome left, as its twin was stolen well over a century ago.”

	“How old is this?” Michael asks, picking up the book and carefully flipping through it.

	“Thousands of years old. It was written when civilization in Comoros began,” the dean says with enthusiasm.

	Michael gestures to pass it along to me, but I wave him off. “Why are you showing this to us? Why are we even being allowed in the archive? Only the priests can be in here,” I say.

	“With the passing of your father, your futures have begun. All of Comoros will be at the mercy of others if you don’t learn about your origin,” the dean says, leaning back in his chair. “In a way, the rumors you’ve heard your whole life are true. The two of you will bring a change to Comoros, but not all favor it and some will do anything to stop it. This has all happened before, but if we, as a society, don’t evolve this time… we will cease to exist.”

	“Dean, you’re not making any sense,” Michael says. 

	“The information you need to understand will come in time. Today is just the beginning of your new lives, so we have to tread slowly.” Dean Chares reaches for another book, this one a lot thicker and illustrated. “This is called the Finity Book. These pictures,” he begins, slowly flipping from one page to another, “detail the change man must go through in order to survive. It’s what the Ancients call a prophecy. Some parts of this prophecy have already come true, others have not. It is the two of you who determine how the rest of this prophecy will play out.”

	The book falls open to the middle, displaying a young man and woman battling demons in a cathedral that resembles the kerk. The design on the marble floor in the vestibule is the same one, which shows as being cracked and burning in the sky in the image.

	 

	“What’s that?” I ask, pointing to the design.

	“That’s a triple spiral – the symbol of the Sacrer religion. You will find this marking at all the holy buildings, as well as other areas. It’s a way to link our faith across the region. Followers know a place is safe if they find the mark there,” the dean responds.

	“Wait a second,” Michael says, jutting his hands out in front of himself. “Are you saying that Aven and I will be fighting in a war? You just told us upstairs that a war isn’t due in our lifetime.”

	“There are many wars, Michael, and not all will be fought at the same time. Since I don’t know what the painting upstairs will change into, I cannot state that these two pictures are related or even the same. I can only attest to what’s in this book.”

	“The paintings change?” I ask. “How? Why?”

	“They can, but it’s rare. Those paintings have charted both of your lives for the past several thousand years. When certain milestones are met, the paint appears on the canvas. It won’t be until your true journey begins that the paintings will come into focus.”

	“Our past lives?” Michael practically screams.

	“Yes. You have both been here before, many times. This is the last of your journey, so if we don’t evolve now we will all perish upon your deaths.”

	I get up from my seat so abruptly that the chair falls over. “This is nonsense. The Sacrer don’t believe in reincarnation, yet you’re telling us we’ve been here before. How is that possible? There is no way our parents believe any of this.”

	Dean Chares stands, folds his arms at his waist, and stares at me with such intent that I almost tremble. “I never said anything about reincarnation. There are many ways to relive a life. You just need to have an open mind about it.”

	“What do we need to do?” Michael asks.

	I glare at him. “You can’t be serious! You actually believe this shit?”

	“Our mother believes it, otherwise she wouldn’t have sent us here. If we have a destiny that needs to be fulfilled then I want to learn everything I can about it. Don’t you?” Michael’s voice cracks, which only happens when he’s extremely angry. He has a short temper, and normally I’m the only one able to get him to calm down, but I don’t think I can do that this time since his rage is aimed at me.

	“Aven,” Dean Chares says, stepping between Michael and me. “If you feel you’re not ready you’re free to return home. However, always remember I will be here for you when you change your mind. The kerk and its archive are open to you whenever you may need them.”

	Dean Chares retakes his chair and he and Michael begin going over the first page in the tome. I hesitate, trying to determine what I should do, then my feet find the stairs and I’m in the vestibule in moments. I walk home alone. The noises in my head are loud as they try and sort out what just transpired. I’m so caught up in my thoughts that I don’t see the young man in a black coat until I walk into him. I fall to the ground hard, and a sharp pain rising in my hip.

	“I’m so sorry,” the young man says as he helps me to my feet.

	“It’s my fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” 

	I excuse myself once I’m back on my feet and continue the journey home. My mother doesn’t seem surprised when I enter the apartment. She has lunch ready for me, almost like she knew I wasn’t going to stay.

	Have we really lived this before? How did my mother know exactly when I would be walking through the door?

	“So, not a believer?” my mother asks as we eat the chicken soup she’s prepared.

	“No. I don’t think any of what the dean says is true. We make our choices on a daily basis. There’s no way for anything to happen the same way over and over again. It’s just not possible.”

	“You definitely are your father’s daughter,” she says, chuckling. “He wasn’t one to follow doctrine or believe in fate. He felt everything happens differently, no matter how often we change from one life to another.”

	“He believed in reincarnation?”

	“That’s not what I said.”

	I drop the subject and we finish our food quietly. I help her clean up, but find myself suddenly very tired. I tell her I need to lie down, then go to my room and get under the covers. My head begins to hurt and chills take over my body. I add two more blankets to my bed, but I can’t generate enough body heat to warm up. Within the hour, I can no longer move or speak, so I can’t call out to my mother for help. 

	My muscles spasm as they slowly come back to life after some time. I’m finally able to cry out, which brings my mother quickly into the room. She takes one look at me and goes to phone for a doctor. An emergency vehicle is sent. Thankfully, Tanis sits along the southern edge of the city, thus sharing a border with Haile and its medical resources.

	My mother sends word to Dean Chares and Michael as a small medical team places me in a capsule. A clear cover on top of the container shuts, locking me in and keeping whatever I may have from others, then they carry me down the stairs. Along the side panel inside the capsule are small monitors recording my vital signs. The emergency vehicle sits along the curb and is drawing quite the crowd. The transport is a motorized carriage, but travels at an extremely high rate of speed in the air. It currently hovers over the stones of the roadway, waiting for me to be secured inside. My mother climbs into the front by the driver, while the rest of the medical team crowds around me in the back.

	Once the doors are closed, we shoot skyward then rocket south towards the border. The hospital has a landing pad along the back of the complex, which has other transports waiting to be used. The capsule glides over an invisible rail out from the vehicle and into the emergency room. This is the second time I’ve been in Tanis in the past week, and even in my weakened state I still can’t get over how different it is here compared to Haile and the City of Delphi. All the buildings are steel and glass structures, molded into fluid forms that reach high into the sky. All technology and discoveries are relegated to Tanis, leaving the other villages and the city in a type of Dark Ages. Just like the Order of Terac can’t interfere with religious practices, the Sacrer are forbidden to meddle in Tanis. It’s a way to keep the two separate and ensure that everyone is receiving the proper care and instruction. 

	We pass inside the medical facility, but my mother is kept out of the examination room for fear of contamination. The workers in Tanis take their guidelines very seriously and it has paid off in that no one has died from an illness in decades.

	Until my father, that is. 

	I’m removed from the capsule, placed onto a thin cot, and made to change into a medical gown. The nurses assist me since I’m too sore and tired to do it myself. Blood is drawn from my arm and sent to the research floor. I’m given an injection of pain medicine, which only helps a little. I’m pumped full of fluids and drugs, causing me to have to pee every five minutes or fall asleep. I don’t begin to feel better until I’ve been at the hospital for several hours. I can hear Michael arguing with someone in the hall outside my room. He wants to see me, but they’re refusing to let anyone in who isn’t a staff member or researcher. 

	It’s almost midnight when I’m finally released. Whatever made me ill has run its course, and rather quickly. The head physician would like to keep me overnight, but I decline the offer since I’m no longer a danger to anyone. A carriage is ordered, and the three of us are sent back to Haile without any answers as to what just occurred. Michael and my mother put a quick meal together but I’m more tired than hungry, so I decline the food and head straight to bed. As I’m changing into my night clothes, I notice a tiny bruise along my hip in the reflection in the mirror that sits atop my dresser. I get closer to the mirror and adjust my small table lamp so it’s focused on the area. A tiny red dot sits amongst the black and blue of the bruise. The place is where I felt the pain when I fell earlier today. 

	It looks like a needle mark, but those haven’t been used in decades since the researchers came out with the injectors. I don’t remember anyone sticking me with anything. So, where did this come from?

	There’s a knock on my door, I tell the person to come in, and my mother enters. As I get into bed, she pulls the covers up and tucks them under my chin like she did when I was little. The concerned look on her face is one I’ve never seen before, not even when my father lay dying.

	“How do you feel?” she asks, stroking loose strands of my black hair off my face.

	“Tired. I’ve never felt like that before.”

	She continues to stroke my hair, which is what I do to Michael to get him to calm down when he’s tense. He won’t let anyone else do that to him, just me. I can’t help but notice the fear behind her blue irises. 

	“What’s wrong?” I finally ask.

	“Nothing. I’m just glad you’re all right. That was quite a scare. I don’t know what I would’ve done if something had happened to you.” 

	She leans down, kisses me on the forehead, and begins to sing her song to me. She doesn’t even get to the second line before I fall asleep. 

	 

	



	


Three

	 

	 

	Michael has spent nearly every day at the kerk with Dean Chares. I still have no interest in learning whatever nonsense he wants to drill into our heads. My mother has been on edge since the day I took ill, which was a little over a month ago. No one in Tanis has communicated to her regarding what might have made me sick, so this weighs heavily on her daily. I see Leo very little now. He was accepted into the Order and has been training in Otrar for the last two weeks. Normally the Order would go back to the City of Terac with their new recruits, but the newly-appointed leader of the Mitris, a man called Gaden Lamen, has opened up several of the empty seminaries to the soldiers. Dean Chares wasn’t happy with this decision since the soldiers are to be kept away from any religious influence, which is why they have specialized quarters in Otrar away from the seminaries. The elders who govern our area felt it would be beneficial for the city and its villages if the Order trained locally. They feel it’ll be a good influence on the community.

	I stay in the apartment most of the time now, venturing out only when my mother wants company during her shopping trips. Thankfully, food doesn’t cost anything and the apartment with its furnishings and utilities are provided as a basic form of living in the villages. The only time anyone needs to pay for anything is if it’s a carriage ride that isn’t designated for a special purpose, alcohol, or anything frivolous. The dean gives us money that has been donated to the church from time to time, but it’s very little. My parents are not permitted to work because of Michael and me, and of course we’re not allowed to work either. It was an arrangement our parents made with the elders to ensure our safety and theirs. I’m not sure why such a compromise was needed, but it’s what we’ve been living by since Michael and I were born. We can visit the shops to make purchases and we’ve even attended school, but when the rumors began to spread again we were expelled from all educational institutions. The rumors never bothered me as much as they did Michael, and they still don’t. 

	“Aven, I need your help,” my mother calls to me from the door. 

	She only has a couple of bags in hand, but it’s the blood seeping through her pants that has my attention.

	“What happened?” I ask as I help her to the couch.

	“I tripped. Can you get me a washcloth from the bathroom?”

	I do as she requests so she can clean the wound, which is visible through the fresh tear in her pant-leg. I take the groceries to the kitchen, sort them, and put them away. When I return to the living room, my mother is unconscious on the floor. I run over to her, check to make sure she’s still breathing, and call the hospital. I then get a hold of Dean Chares and tell him what’s happened. He tells me to breathe as I’m tripping over my words. He says he’ll bring Michael to the hospital. I hang up just as the medical team arrives. They place her in the capsule as they did me, and close the top. I climb into the front with the driver and we take off instantly. I’m not allowed to enter the emergency room, so I pace nervously outside in the waiting room. Michael and Dean Chares arrive a few minutes later.

	“You have to find out what’s happening,” I say through tears, knowing they’ll probably give him more information than they did me. “They won’t tell me anything.”

	Dean Chares goes to the receptionist and has a brief conversation with her. He returns a few moments later, but not with good news.

	“They’re examining her. Once they’ve moved her up into her room, the two of you can go see her,” he says.

	“Do they know what happened?” Michael asks.

	“No. They wouldn’t give that information to me. You’ll have to wait until she’s settled into her room.”

	It feels like hours pass, but it’s only minutes. Dean Chares sits in the seat across from mine, takes my hand, and squeezes it. I know he’s there, but I just can’t comprehend anything at the moment. I feel like I’m relieving last month all over again. This is exactly how our father was admitted to the hospital, only he had passed out from pain in his stomach. I try not to think of the possibilities of what could be happening, or what might happen.

	“Aven.” My name echoes in the distance.

	I look up, finally noticing that the dean has been trying to get my attention.

	“Did your mother say anything to you before she collapsed? Was she feeling ill?” he asks, squeezing my hand again.

	“She had just returned from shopping. Her knee was bleeding because she tripped, so I got her something to clean the wound. When I came back from putting the groceries away, I found her collapsed on the floor.”

	The dean pats my hand, lets it go, and leans back in his chair. His expression is one of concern. “Did she say how she originally fell?”

	“No, only that she tripped.”

	One of the nurses tells us our mother has been moved and we can now go see her. Dean Chares excuses himself and says he’ll be back later to visit and pray over our mother. I’m a little taken aback by his abrupt departure, as is Michael. This is out of character for the dean, as he would normally stay until he had answers from the medical staff, like he did with our father. We take the elevator up to the critical care ward. She’s the only patient currently on this floor, so she has the attention of the whole staff. Our mother is awake, but only barely. The nurses fuss to make her comfortable. 

	“How are you feeling?” Michael asks, pulling a chair over so he can sit next to her.

	“Tired, but all right,” she responds. 

	“What happened?” I ask as I find my own chair and pull it over.

	“I was bending down to clean the wound on my knee, when everything began to spin and I passed out.” She takes several deep breaths as if her lungs won’t fill up. “Where’s Dean Chares?”

	“He had to get back to the kerk,” Michael answers before I can. “He’ll be back shortly to check on you.”

	She smiles and closes her eyes, but only for a few minutes. Then they spring open and she frantically searches the room, finally stopping when she sees Michael. “Would you mind leaving Aven and me for a few minutes? I have some things I need to talk over with her.”

	Michael looks puzzled by the request, but does as she asks. Once the room is empty of people, my mother takes my hand and tries to pull me closer.

	“Sing it to me,” she whispers.

	“I can’t sing, you know that.”

	“Then say it. I need to know that you’ll always remember the song no matter what happens.”

	“You’re scaring me.”

	“Aven, please, I need to hear it,” she pleads.

	I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and try to locate the words in my memory. 

	 

	Come find me in the valley where the ethereal waters flow

	and blessings will be given in time as you grow

	Sadness must come as your journey awaits

	Your destiny chosen as the prophecy dictates

	The past is a memory of which not to forget

	For soon there could be a great deal of regret

	Temptation abounds and falter you may

	But peace will come on the thirteenth of days

	Zerah, my love, your life will divide

	As evil does its best to trick your mind

	Changes to body and soul are assured

	But even these tasks will need to be endured

	Give in to your fate even as darkness shines

	For you are the benevolent, the pure, and the divine

	 

	She smiles and asks me to repeat it. I don’t see the point, but I do what she asks. Then she tells me to go and fetch Michael, who I find standing on the other side of the door. We keep our mother company throughout the remainder of the day. The staff brings us dinner, but neither Michael nor I have an appetite. Dean Chares finally returns in the wee hours of the morning. I must have fallen asleep in my chair, as Michael rouses me awake. We step to the other end of the room so our mother can’t hear us, even though she’s sound asleep.

	“I had some suspicions about what happened to you last month, Aven, and going through the archives along with what’s occurred to your mother confirms it. A deviation in the prophecy has transpired.”

	“What?” I ask, not really understanding what the dean is talking about.

	“Your illness, Aven – it has never happened before. It’s not listed in any of the records. And your mother isn’t supposed to be admitted to the hospital for another three months.”

	“Wait,” Michael says, holding out his hand to keep the dean from continuing. “You knew our mother was going to take a turn for the worse? Did you know our father was going to die as well before it happened?”

	“Yes, Michael, I did. It’s what you’ve been learning for the past month, only now it seems someone is trying to alter what has already been laid out. I didn’t think it was possible to change what has already taken place, but I guess I was wrong.”

	“How does our mother get sick?” I ask.

	“That part has been omitted from the archive by choice of the original record keeper. It has never been recorded after any of the instances.”

	“This has all happened before?” I ask, almost shouting.

	“If you had been to the lessons you’d know that,” Michael says, chastising me. “But then, of course, you never did show for any of them, not even in the past.”

	“I’m sorry, but I’m still not buying any of this. There’s no way this has all transpired before. We live, we die, we move on. We don’t get sucked into time where we have to relive every horror again and again.”

	“As I said on the day after your father passed,” Dean Chares begins, clearly becoming annoyed with me, “this will be the thirteenth time we’ve all been through this. According to the prophecy, this is also the last time. If the two of you can’t find your correct place in society, everyone will be lost.”

	“Is she going to die?” Michael asks after a long moment of silence.

	“Yes,” the dean answers. “That’s her destiny in the prophecy. However, with her passing now accelerated it’s hard to say how much of the documented timeline will stay true.”

	“I’m still not buying this,” I say. “If this has all happened before, why don’t Michael and I remember any of it? Why doesn’t anyone else? Do you, Dean, actually have any recollection of these events, or are you only going off the stories you had in that picture book?”

	The dean looks contemplative, as if trying to determine what information to tell me and what to keep. “My memories are fully intact as to everything that’s transpired. Your parents remember as well, but no one else does. It was designed this way.”

	“Then why
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