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Prologue

			

A patriotic anthem begins to play as a man in a business suit walks out on stage waving a Bible in one hand and a small flag-on-a-stick in the other. Lowering his totems, he tilts his chin high, posing for his moment with destiny.

			The man basking in the adulation is Richard Lawler, and he has just been reelected to the highest office in the land. He steps forward to a podium, the Bible and the flag hanging off either side of him like a couple of six-shooters.

			As the President launches into his victory speech, someone in the unseen audience dares to say something (indecipherable). Whatever is said annoys him. A minor irritation that gets under his thin skin, just enough to clip his stride.

			The president is just regathering his head of steam when the heckler shouts out again. As before, I can’t make out the words, but Lawler can hear them—and seems to smell them. Sniffing the air, he makes a sour expression, as if repulsed by an unseen stench.

			Hunching over, the sullen president now delivers his speech in sharper, darker tones. The bright stage lights flicker and then dim. The once jaunty, upbeat song is slowed and stripped down to a tinkling tune on a warped toy piano.

			Somewhere out in the darkness, the accusing voice breaks through the paper-thin veneer of applause and cheers. Whatever is said is unclear to me, but it’s greeted by a stony silence, then a jeer, and a boo or two.

			The president looks furious as the stage begins to shake. The hand holding the flag balls into a fist; its little attached stick snaps. The pedestal topples over in front of him. Lawler steps forward, the Bible and flag falling to the floor.

			 Shielding his eyes with his hands, he scans the crowd, looking for whoever interrupted him, thrice. The President points high into the nosebleed seats.

			He is pointing directly at me.

			Waking up, Peter catches his breath, sweaty and a little shaky. Already awake, Gracie is looking up at him with a concerned expression.

			“I’m okay,” he tries to assure his black Lab. “Go back to sleep.”

			Unconvinced, Gracie gets up and walks over to the bed.

			After petting her head, Peter quickly jots down the first prophetic dream he’s had in over three years. In his mid-forties now, he didn’t think he’d ever have another one, and that would have been just fine with him.

			Prophecy is a gift, and a curse, that Peter had been both blessed and afflicted with for over fifteen years. His prophecies come in the form of dreams that sear into him, and yet, he still writes them down while the details are fresh.

			This new dream was a bit murky, and the sound was wonky, but he’s pretty sure it’s a harbinger of ominous things to come. He also has a bad feeling he’s going to be in the middle of it, which is the last place he wants to be.

			“It’s going to be okay,” he tries to reassure his dog.

			Gracie nuzzles closer; she knows better.

			.

		

	
		

		
			



Chapter 1: No?

			

“There are some basic rules for being a prophet, or prophetess,” Peter tells the woman sitting beside him on his back deck, a gas firepit between them doing nothing to cut the late autumn chill. “The first rule is you have to announce your prophecies. Put them out there to whoever will listen.”

			The woman, Terry, nods thoughtfully. “That makes sense.” The high school English teacher comes over most Saturday nights for dinner and a glass or two of wine. While Peter’s culinary skills leave something to be desired, he makes an effort. “I mean, what would be the point if you didn’t announce it?”

			“Right,” Peter says. “Unfortunately, it’s almost always bad news that someone doesn’t want to hear. People are going to be upset.”

			“Sounds like grading papers,” the divorced teacher says, her hands cradling her nearly empty glass. “I don’t know, I think you inspire people too.”

			“Thanks,” Peter says, hoping that’s true.

			Reaching over the ineffectual flames, he pours her more wine, then more for himself. They both settle in to watch the sun set behind the trees, the red glow through the filagree of limbs always reminding him of stained glass. After his last prophetic season, he’d resettled back in Tennessee because, at the end of the day, it was home.

			“I’ve announced every dream I ever had,” he says reflectively. “And every dream came true . . . except the last one.”

			“The riot at the Capitol,” Terry says, because the entire country knew about Peter’s last dream. “You prophesied that President Lawler would incite a riot to try and stay in office after he’d lost the election.”

			“And it didn’t happen,” Peter says so she doesn’t have to.

			“That’s because people listened to you,” she insists.

			Peter shrugs his acquiescence. It was hard to believe, but three years ago, he was one of the most famous people in the country. “As far as results go,” he says, “that was my most successful prophecy.”

			“It actually changed history,” Terry says.

			“I don’t know,” Peter says. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”

			“Why?”

			“Because, if people saw a riot taking place at the Capitol, there’s no way they’d ever vote for him again,” Peter says. “Right?”

			“I don’t know,” Terry replies, less sure. “For some reason, a lot of people no longer seem to care what he says and does anymore.”

			“Well, he’s running,” Peter declares. “And if I say, ‘I had a dream he’s going to win,’ I’m afraid it might help him—encourage his supporters or something.”

			“Maybe it would help him, maybe it wouldn’t,” Terry concludes after a sip. “I can certainly see where you wouldn’t want all that craziness in your life.”

			“It’s not that,” Peter says automatically . . . . Although coming out with a new prophecy would turn his quiet, little life upside down. His mom has accused him of being a recluse; he just preferred the company of Gracie, family, and a close friend or two. “I’m just not sure I’m the right man for this job.”

			That night, after Terry has gone home, and the dishes have been washed, and Gracie has been out one last time, Peter retires to his bedroom. Gracie is already fast asleep on her own bed. Getting down on his knees at the foot of his bed, he gets a sneak preview of coming attractions as an old man—achy, tired, and grouchy.

			Being single can be lonely, but he likes the freedom. Is it so wrong that he likes his life out in the woods, where no one demands too much from him? Gracie expects her food—and a cut of his. Terry looks forward to dinner on Saturday night, although he’s pretty sure she would survive without him. His mom seems to enjoy his visits most Sunday afternoons, watching the Titans together during the season.

			He takes a breath and prays.

			“I’m not sure why you picked me in the first place . . . . I’ve tried to do my best. And it’s been a great run . . . . Two great runs. But I think it’s time for someone else to step up and speak out.” He shakes his head. “Surely, out of the billions of people, you know someone else who can deliver this message?”

			No answer is immediately forthcoming.

			“I’m sorry,” Peter pleads, the words almost catching in his throat. “Can I just say—‘no’?”

			The only response is a dog’s soft snore. Getting up with a groan, he walks on stiff legs over to his bed and slides under the sheets. Besides, I’m not getting any younger, he thinks as he follows the sounds of Gracie’s slumber . . .

			I find myself in an open meadow on a sunny day. Gracie is already there, bounding up with a stick in her mouth, looking to play. At her insistence, I take the gnawed wood—and chuck it, sending her racing off.

			Close to where the stick lands, I make out a tall man. Gracie goes over to sniff out the stranger as he leans down to give her his hand. Together, they both start across the field. As the figure fills out and takes shape, recognition sinks in. With a smile, I wave at my old friend and mentor, Jesse.

			“You livin’ out here by yourself?” the weathered prophet asks, looking around the empty field.

			“I got Gracie,” I say, a little defensively.

			“And that pretty teacher lady,” Jesse responds, his black skin crinkling around a playful smile and a twinkle in his eyes.

			“Yeah,” I admit.

			His face and tone turn to heavier matters. “I hear you had a dream.”

			I nod.

			“You know the rule; you have to speak the truth,” Jesse warns. “If you don’t proclaim it, you can be held accountable.” He shakes his head. “You don’t want that.”

			

			“Yeah, well, I don’t want to influence the election,” Peter says.

			This elicits a long hearty laugh. “You give yourself way too much credit.”

			“Well, I influenced that insurrection at the Capitol,” I snap back. “Oh wait, there was no insurrection.”

			“Wouldn’t haven’t mattered,” Jesse says, leaning down to finally take the stick from Gracie’s patiently waiting mouth.

			“Then what’s the point in prophesying?” I ask in frustration. “If we don’t make a difference?”

			“We’re watchmen,” Jesse says. “Witnesses. Nothing more.” With surprising strength, the old man launches the stick—sending it sailing over the tree line.

			Undeterred, Gracie bounds off after it.

			The older prophet turns back, carefully examining me now. “I think your lady friend was right,” he finally surmises. “I don’t think you want to mess up this nice life you have for yourself.”

			 “That’s not it—” I start to protest.

			Nodding his head, he holds his big finger and thumb an inch apart. “And I think you’re a little bit scared.”

			“What?” I take umbrage.

			As I’m about to recount all the times I’ve faced real, physical danger, Jesse steps in close and places his big hand on my chest. As he presses in, I feel the ice-cold trickle of fear bubble up from my heart. Weakened, I bend over, unsure if I’m going to pass out.

			“I didn’t put that in you,” Jesse says over me. “Just showing you what’s already there.”

			Dropping to my knees, I begin to puke up green bile.

			“The fear of discomfort has crept in,” he diagnoses. “It holds you back.”

			I stare at the slick puddle on the ground between me and Jesse’s boots.

			“Let it out,” he commands.

			Gracie’s front paws appear next to Jesse’s boots.

			More bile spews forth.

			The stick drops.

			As the last of the poison drips from my lips, I wipe my mouth and slowly stand, feeling weaker, but lighter too. Reaching out again, Jesse gives me another tap on my chest, this one sending a warm, concentrated pulse through my ribs and into my heart. Suddenly clear on what I have to do, I nod my acceptance of the task at hand.

			“I knew you’d come around.” Bending a knee, Jesse reaches down and picks up the stick. “Good girl,” he says, eliciting a tail wag. “This time around, you won’t be alone,” he mentions as he rises to his full height.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I’m going to have your back,” he says. Before I can ask him what that means, Jesse cocks his arm and lets the stick fly a country mile.

			With boundless energy, Gracie takes off again.

			The old prophet turns to look at me, “Time to wake up.”

			Peter opens his eyes and scans the bedroom. No one is there, except Gracie, on the floor, her legs twitching as she gives chase.

		

	
		
			

			



Chapter 2: The Return of Lawler

			

When Peter checks his Flutter account the next day, he finds that millions of his followers have dropped off during his mostly silent three years. Even so, he still has several million followers, many of whom have probably forgotten they were following him in the first place.

			He scans his feed, rereading the consistently reoccurring question: “Have you had any dreams lately?” He’s never answered them, until now.

			“Hi, it’s me. Peter Quell. I’m back.” He waves at the camera phone. He’d showered and shaved and even combed his unruly hair for the occasion. Still, even on a small screen, he couldn’t miss the age beginning to show around his eyes. “I thought I was retired, but . . . I guess I’m not, because I’ve had a dream. Not a dream I wanted to have I should add.”

			Pausing, he collects his thoughts. “In my last dream—three years ago—I told you about a riot in the Capitol caused by then-President Lawler. That didn’t come true, I believe because people took it seriously.” He nods knowingly at his unseen audience. “That means that the future can be changed.”

			He pauses to let that sink in.

			“With that in mind, I’m here to tell you I had a dream that Lawler is reelected—and bad things will follow. He’ll be questioned.” Peter shakes his head. “He won’t like that.” He frowns. “Things will get dark and messed up.”

			Hearing how vague he sounds, he forges on. “I’m sorry I can’t be more specific. There’s a lot of stuff I didn’t hear or understand.” He quickly adds, “I don’t think we’re supposed to know some stuff yet.”

			He wonders how personal he should get. “I’ll admit, I didn’t want to share this dream because I was afraid. Afraid of what it would mean for the country and, if I’m being honest, for myself. But I can’t be silent. I have to say something, because—that’s part of the job, whether I like it or not.”

			He reaches out and hits the red button to stop recording.

			Rewatching it, he wonders, is it too strong? Too weak?

			Was the self-disclosure necessary? Does anyone care?

			He continues to hesitate to post it as he feels that familiar chill of fear seeping back in. It’s not an irrational fear. He is talking about a powerful man who has openly threatened to punish his enemies by any means necessary.

			Taking a moment to pray for courage, he posts the video.

			While Peter has a wide range of followers, the majority lean to the left on the political spectrum. Many of them are naturally upset by the announcement that Lawler, who is a few points behind in the polls, will win. They also express their frustration with him personally:

			All you’ve done is given a boost to Lawler’s fundraising.

			You are legitimizing him by giving him more attention.

			Be more forceful in your condemnation of the Lawless one!

			Peter starts to remind his followers that he said, “bad things will follow,” but his right-wing followers (he has a few) are quick to do that for him:

			Bad things will follow . . . . Yeah, for socialist puppets like you.

			I prophesy Lawler will win too. Does that make me a prophet?

			“Dark and messed up . . . .” Like what’s already in your head.

			

			Some of his critics aren’t wrong. This prophecy was just a fifty-fifty prediction, followed by some vague comments that are open to interpretation. He wants to tell them he doesn’t write his own material but lets it go.

			Over the next few days, his number of followers drop. And then, like the tide, a slew of newcomers flows back in. Many are Lawler supporters who consider his prophecy to be great news. Others simply want a front-row seat to the freak show. If he’s wrong, they’ll mock him unmercifully, as many enjoyed doing after the riot at the Capitol failed to materialize.

			Even with his foreknowledge, Peter feels a sense of dread on election night as most of the country turns red. Much like the first time he’d prophesied Lawler would win, it was a hollow victory for Peter. It was no secret he didn’t like the former, and now future, president. Professionally, no one would, or should, give him much credit for calling the equivalent of a coin flip.

			Cracking a beer, he braces as he faces his Flutter feed. As expected, the comments are coming in fast and furious from the left and right. They go after each other—and they go after him. From the right, he’s a tool of the left; from the left, he’s just a tool.

			He gets a shock when he starts seeing reposts from Maison LeRue, the flamboyant owner of Flutter, as well as a few other high-flying ventures. The multibillionaire had also been a vocal supporter and financial backer of Lawler.

			MaisonLeRue: Congrats to Peter the “Prophet” who’s now 1 for 2 in his last predictions, 2 for 2 on Lawler victories. Can I see the future better than Peter Q?

			Feeling defensive for the mischaracterization of his record, Peter quickly types: 

			

			@MaisonLeRue – I had 4 dreams after Lawler’s first win that all came true, including the pandemic. (Before Lawler, I was 7 for 7). What’s your record . . . ?

			Gracie whines as he rereads his own comment out loud. She’s right; he does sound whiny. Deleting the whole thing, he takes Gracie outside where they both relieve themselves. “Can you believe it, Gracie?” Peter says as they leave their marks. “One of the richest people in the world is trolling me.”

			Unimpressed, Gracie sniffs around a bit more, finding another pee-worthy spot, before they both head back inside. Peter gives his girl a treat and gets another beer for himself before going back to his Flutter account.

			LeRue’s post brought in a flood of the Flutter King’s fans, who are mostly there to roast the prophet with desperate attempts to garner a “like” from their idol, Maison LeRue. Like good “followers,” they’re almost all Lawler supporters too, high on the fumes from their victory tonight.

			Peter types: 

			Congratulations on your win! Just be careful what you wish for . . .

			It seems like a good catchall for the variety of abuse coming his way. He posts it without even checking with Gracie.

			The reaction is swift and brutal. As the comments pile up, they seem to sink lower and grow uglier:

			Congratulations on being an A-hole!

			Why don’t you crawl back in your hole?

			Someone is going to put a hole in you.

			Disgusted, Gracie gets up and goes to the bedroom.

			Peter turns back to the rage radiating from his page.

			

			Why subject himself to this kind of mess?

			In a moment of weakness, or maybe it’s clarity, he goes to his profile, then pulls down his “Settings and Privacy.” Under the “Account” tab, he hovers the curser over the “Deactivate Your Account” button. And clicks. Just to make sure this is what he really wants to do, Flutter asks him to reenter his password.

			He does.

			And as easy as “Gracie123,” his Flutter account disappears—taking away all that hate—as well as tens of millions of “followers,” and his primary way to communicate. “What did I just do?” he asks.

			Only no one is there to hear him.

		

	
		
			

			



Chapter 3: A Super Bowl Prophecy

			

The inauguration came and went on a cold and windy January day—full of bluster and threats. Then the country turned its attention to weightier matters . . . 

			Super Bowl Sunday.

			Supposedly, Peter had agreed to host a small gathering, although he didn’t exactly remember volunteering. With everyone pitching in, he didn’t mind.

			Peter’s mom, Darla, makes a homemade chocolate pie. Terry brings a broccoli casserole, as well as her seventeen-year-old son, Miller, who wants to be watching the game with anyone other than a bunch of old people.

			Peter’s friend, Ty, a fellow lifelong bachelor, brings Gloria, the slightly crazy (in a good way) woman he has been seeing (off and on) for ten or so years. His slobbery hound, Boone, also barges in, much to Gracie’s chagrin, who finds him uncouth and, frankly, rude.

			An autodidact, Ty is a student of his history, well versed in literature, and knows how to live off the land in a pinch. He’s found his professional niche as a custom furniture and cabinet maker who is always in high demand. When he isn’t in his workshop, he prides himself on being a sportsman who eats what he kills, and he eats well.

			Ty brings a goose he’d shot, plucked, cleaned, marinated, and braised.

			“This goose represents the Eagles, who are going down in flames today,” Ty says. “But in all seriousness, I have placed a not-insignificant wager on the Bills to win, so forgive me in advance if get a little rowdy.” He looks at Ms. Quell and Terry. “I will try to keep the curse words to a minimum.”

			Both women nod, holding him to his word.

			Ty is sorely tested as the Bills and the Eagles battle back and forth, their high-flying passing attacks on full display. Almost in spite of himself, Peter loves the game, from the physicality of the big hit to the beauty of the long bomb.

			There is a cutaway to the looming figure of Lawler shrouded in the shadows of a private suite overlooking the fifty-yard line. On the opposite side of the field, Delaney West is holding court in the Bills’ owner’s suite. Not only is she the highest-grossing pop star in the world, she also happens to be dating the Bills’ quarterback, Clay Crawford. (It seems serious this time.)

			At halftime, Delany leaves the suite to perform a couple of her megahits. Ty and Peter can only watch as the women (and Miller) sing along, with even Darla jumping in on a chorus or two. After the short set, Mom says her early goodbyes, leaving the last of the pie for Peter.

			With the game all tied up, suspense builds with each successive set of downs, every possession becoming more critical. The Eagles break the tie with a late fourth-quarter field goal. Down by three points, the Bills go for it on fourth and short. Instead of a sneak, Crawford delivers a strike to a wide-out streaking down the sideline. Touchdown!

			Game over.

			Bills win, 31–27.

			“Good game!” Peter declares, having found himself hoping the Bills and their long-suffering fans would finally win a Super Bowl.

			“Great game!” Ty says, almost tearful. “A fudging great game!”

			“And Delany was great too,” Gloria says. “I like watching her dance around almost as much as I like watching Clay scramble.” She wriggles her hips. “The way he moves around in the pocket . . .”

			“Hey!” Ty says, strapping on his country accent and flexing his own guns. “What’s Clay Crawford got that I don’t?”

			

			“Delaney West—” Miller says to everyone’s laughter. “No!” he insists, holding up his phone and looking wide-eyed at Peter. “Delaney West—just poked you! She posted something about there being a new prophet in town?!”

			“You follow Delaney?” Ty asks the kid.

			“Hit play,” Miller says, ignoring the question and handing his phone to Peter. “It’s the arrow.”

			“I know it’s the arrow,” Peter says, irritated. “I’m not that old.”

			The other adults squeeze in as Peter accidentally pushes the wrong button, curses, and has to eat crow while Miller gets the video back up.

			On the small screen is a medium shot of an older Black man standing at the back of a big crowd of people. Along with everyone else, he looks toward a stage too far away to make out much except a large American flag.

			“That’s the inauguration,” Terry points out.

			The older Black man is wearing a white sandwich board with a simple, one word message in thick black Magic Marker: “Repent.”

			“I’m surprised Delany would send out something so political,” Terry says.

			“Wait for it,” Miller says.

			As the man turns around, Peter’s jaw drops. “Jesse?!” he exclaims.

			“That’s Jesse?” Terry asks, having heard the stories of Peter’s friend and mentor but never actually seen the mystery man.

			“Look at the sign!” Ty shouts, squinting and pointing at the screen.

			“Oh my God!” Gloria cries, looking from the phone to the TV. “How did he do that?”

			Peter looks at the front of the sandwich board:

			Bills 31

			Eagles 27

			“He knew the score,” Gloria says. “At Lawler’s inauguration . . . ?”

			“Three weeks ago,” Ty concludes. “That was before they even knew who was going to be in the Super Bowl.”

			

			On the screen, a Lawler fan in the inauguration crowd wanders over to look at the sign, trying to figure out whether he’s for or against it. Confused, he walks off, leaving Jesse to hold the score.

			The video stops.

			“Can I have my phone back?” Miller asks.

			Returning it, Peter leans back on the couch, trying to take it in. Gloria and Terry are already on their phones looking up the video for themselves.

			“This thing is really going viral,” Gloria comments as she scrolls. “A lot of people are saying it’s a fake.”

			“How?” Ty wants to know.

			“Like maybe he shot it in front of a green screen a few minutes ago and put the inauguration in the background,” Gloria reads.

			“Looks pretty real to me,” Terry says, watching it again.

			“He could have shot it at the inauguration, but had a blank poster board,” Ty says, snapping his fingers. “Then he just superimposed the score.”

			“That video was already out before the game,” Miller says without looking up. “Delaney first posted it a few days ago. This was just a repost today.”

			“Well, then, I don’t know . . . ,” Ty trails off before looking down at his friend on the couch. “How do you think he did it?”

			“He’s a prophet!” Peter says.

			On the big screen, the on-the-field ceremony is in the midst of a glittering confetti storm. Clay Crawford is in the center of the crowded stage accepting the MVP award, Delaney at his side, texting on her phone. Finished, she looks up and beams as her boyfriend hoists the trophy aloft.

			“Delaney just put a message out!” Miller announces. “She says, ‘One of my fans sent me that video last week and I reposted it because I liked the score. No other reason. (winky emoji) BTW, how about Mr. MVP? (Star Eyes Emoji).’”

			“Jesse’s video is blowing up,” Gloria giggles. “It’s getting millions of views.”

			“Just for a football score?” Peter asks.

			

			“Ah, is someone jealous?” Gloria asks with a smirk.

			“No!” Peter objects. “It’s just kind of trivial, isn’t it?”

			“Last time I checked, Vegas pays out more for a correct score than almost even odds on a game, or . . . ,” Ty pretends to think, “A presidential race.”

			“All I’m saying is it’s not a freak weather event,” Peter says, referring to one of his dreams from a few years ago. “Or a pandemic,” he adds, referencing his biggest hit to date.

			“Oh my God, you are jealous!” Terry points and laughs.

			Peter looks around the room at his friends, making fun of him. “Okay, maybe I am a little jealous,” he admits. “Jesse puts out one video and it gets reposted by Delaney West—twice?”

			“Don’t feel bad,” Terry says. “She did poke you.”

			“I’ll poke you,” Peter says, playfully jabbing her in the ribs.

			“Don’t forget, Maison LeRue hates your guts,” Ty adds encouragingly.

			“True,” Peter nods, already feeling better.

			As afterparty chatter whirls around him, Peter takes out his phone and pulls up several links to Jesse’s video with a quick search for “Super Bowl Prophet.” Watching the video again, he has to give credit to the wily old prophet. With one stunt, he’s broken through the clutter.

			Maybe this time, Jesse really does have his back . . .

			Why do his own final words on Flutter come echoing back to him?

			Be careful what you wish for.
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