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Chapter One

Inauguration

[image: ]

“You look like Dad,” Wes said in hardly more than a whisper. He’d just finished tying the complex ceremonial knot in the ties of my blindfold. It was made of a stiff brocade that may as well have been a plate of plasteel.

“Sorry,” I said. My bangs were trapped under the thick fabric, and there was something claustrophobic about it pressing so firmly on my face. I was used to my soft and stretchy blindfolds. They provided just enough pressure to keep my eyes closed and only had a rigid piece of plastic at the nose to keep the fabric tight to my cheeks. I yanked out more than a few hairs in an effort to free them from under the mask. 

“Would you hold still?” said Wes, pinning something to my chest.

Rather than barking a retort at him, I pulled the heavy collar of the cassock robe to my face and inhaled. The fresh, clean smell of Dad’s soap was mixed with the spice of ceremonial incense. It was so strong, I could almost taste it. 

For a moment, it was almost like he was there again. Like he’d never disappeared. How long would that scent linger? How long until even that faint trace of him would be gone?

It had only been a month since they’d found his body in an alley on the other side of Nexus, but it had been a month and a half since he’d gone missing. The longest six weeks of my life. And now it was time for me to take over as prophet. As much as I was trying to focus on preparing for the ceremony, the scent of my father kept pulling my mind into the past. But I couldn’t go down this path again. Not right now. The grieving would have to wait.

I prayed to Polea to help me through this, to lend me some of her serenity.

Wes straightened out some of the buttons that I’d gotten crooked and moved on to pinning all the sashes and epaulets to my shoulders. They must have been made of solid gold, for how heavy they were. 

“Are you ready? Do you think she’ll tell you anything?” He was talking about the goddess. We’d gotten no answers about what had happened to our father from either the police or the Merx—we were hoping beyond hope the goddess of prophecy would provide me some guidance. 

“I don’t know. I know it’s personal gain, but I’m going to try anyways,” I said.

We were in the cathedral vestry, surrounded by cedar chests and anointing oils, separate from the world of plasteel and autodoors outside. There wasn’t even a comms terminal in here—probably one of the only rooms in the tower without one.

So, when the door opened without so much as a courtesy chime, I jumped. 

Sharply sweet perfume entered the vestry, cutting through the more earthy scents. Vivienne Merx had arrived. 

So, it was time. 

Wes made his way toward the door with soft footsteps. His brassy voice was pinched with tension when he said, “Remember what you said. I’ll see you there, Levi.” 

“I won’t see you.” Our little joke, only I’d never found it very funny. Especially not now. Especially not with what I planned to do.

He left me alone with Vivienne.

“Levi, darling,” she said, pretending to be absolutely delighted to see me, “aren’t you just so excited for your big day?” Her voice was low but carried an irritating saccharine tone. 

Vivienne was the liaison between my family and the Merx corporation. She’d taken over the role when her father retired nearly five years ago and had been working for my dad since. She’d handled all his scheduling, coordinated all the requests for prophecies, and made sure he had plenty of time to recover. Mostly. There was only so much she could do. It was only a matter of time before the divine sight drove prophets mad, no matter how carefully Vivienne did her job.



She must have taken my pause for trepidation. “You poor boys,” she said. “This transition is always hard on the Noethi family. It’s hard on the Merx, too.” Her fingernails were tapping on her comms screen as she said all this. She couldn’t spare a single moment without working. 

I ground my teeth.

I used to look up to Vivienne. She was only a handful of years older than me. We shared the burden of inheriting our fathers’ positions, and there’d always been a sense of camaraderie from that. We used to be friends—I used to think that maybe there was something more than that, too. But those had just been the wishes of my teenage years. I’d let that die long ago. 

She was a Merx.

“You look divine in that uniform,” she said, heels clunking on the floor as she came closer. “I was worried your shoulders wouldn’t fit into the robe without some tailoring, but it looks good. You fill it out better than Silvan did. He always looked a bit frumpy.” 

The cassock was tight across my chest, and the skirts had too much fabric that kept bunching up between my legs. I much preferred my normal robes—plain linen, no frills.

“Wes seemed upset,” Vivienne said. 

I nodded. “I think it’s hard for him to see me in Dad’s robes.” Had he considered how hard it was for me to wear them?

“You do look a lot like Silvan.” 

How could she tell? She’d only ever seen the bottom half of our faces.

I kept my derision internal. Dad had made sure I knew not to talk back to the Merx. He said, “You can take an attitude with me, Levi, but don’t you dare ever talk like that to the Merx. Do you understand? You do what they say, and you keep Wes safe.”

Vivienne squeezed my arm, and for a second, I thought… I don’t know, I guess I thought she was going to try to comfort me. As a friend. As someone I’d known my whole life. I thought she was going to be there, to say, “Hey, I’m sorry your dad was found dead in an alley on the other side of the city—that must be really hard.” Or maybe, “Sorry we haven’t had time to talk since everything happened. Are you okay?” 

But she didn’t. 



Instead, she said, “Pols, it’s so exciting! A prophecy of your own child. It’s like a video story, honestly. Can you just imagine when Silvan had his inaugural vision and saw you for the first time?”

That would have been years before I was born. Perhaps before he even knew my mother. Had he noticed I was only twenty-five when I took the staff? Had he known he would die young—younger even than normal for prophets? Had he carried that knowledge with him his whole life and never said anything?

If the firstborn in my vision was young as well, wouldn’t that mean I was doomed to die early, too? 

Would that change anything?

Acid pooled in the pit of my stomach as Vivienne chattered on about how romantic it all was, but there was no time to ruminate on it. The vestry door opened again. 

“Time to roll out. The parrain is waiting, and he’s got a three o’clock after this,” said a voice so gravelly, it was like two rocks rubbing together. I’d always hated that grating sound. Marquez was the parrain’s right-hand and was a Merx by both blood and deed. 

“Did you tell the kids to start the winch for the bell?” asked Vivienne. 

“’Course, I just pinged their comms now; Hurry it up. Let’s get this over with.” 

As dismissive as it was, I couldn’t help but agree. 

“Just a second,” said Vivienne. She was fussing with something to my right. There was a pleasant sound of wood clattering and old drawers being opened. A wet pop signaled that she’d opened a corked bottle, and then the air was filled with a heavy aroma of ceremonial scented oil. The stuff was sacred for more than one reason—it was made of resin gathered from Polea’s favored tree, and the trees were nearly extinct. Harvesting the resin was strictly overseen by the church to limit damage to the handful of trees that survived within Nexus’ walls.

It was another smell that reminded me of Dad. Some days, he would come home, exhausted from seeing visions for the Merx, and he would reek of this oil. On those days, the three of us would sit silently together on the sofa that was only meant for two. We knew not to ask Dad too many questions about what he’d seen; he never answered them. 



Those nights had been unsettling as a child. What did that stunned exhaustion mean for me? I’d have to take over for him eventually—who would I cling to in silence as the vision’s aftershocks crashed over me?

Vivienne touched the sides of my neck and pulled me out of my memories. The oil dripped down my throat, pooling at my collarbone before soaking into the stiff collar of my robes. 

She was muttering a prayer to Polea. Funny, she’d never been the pious type. I joined her anyways.

The prayer steeled my nerves and reminded me that Polea’s light would guide me through all this eventually. 

“Thanks, Viv,” I said and got another squeeze on my arm.

Maybe she was still there after all. 

She took her place at my arm, and we followed Marquez out of the vestry. We stood waiting on the plush carpet that ran the length of the aisle, all the way from the heavy doors to the pulpit. 

With an impact that could be felt throughout the cathedral, the clapper struck the ancient bronze bell. The warm, reverberant tone filled the whole room. It vibrated through my lungs and made all my hairs stand on end—sensation as much as sound. I could almost believe the tale that the gonging could be heard through all two hundred floors of the tower. 

Vivienne and I walked excruciatingly slowly to the dais, arriving just as the tone faded away. We stepped up onto the marble surface, and Vivienne turned me to the side before stepping away. 

It might have been my imagination, but I could almost sense Parrain Aumbrose Merx standing in front of me. He was the head of the Merx family, the tower, and the business that fueled the Merx Corporation. He was also the de facto ruler of Sector Three, despite what the Nexus government said. Parrain was an unofficial title, but everyone used it. I’d heard that in one of the old languages, it meant ‘godfather,’ though I’d never been clear on how he was meant to be the father to any god.

As the head of the Merx family-corporation, patrons to the Noethi prophet lineage, it was the parrain’s responsibility to give me my father’s office.

I bowed, then knelt in front of him just as the reverberations from the bell stopped making my teeth chatter. A match was struck in front of me, and incense smoke stung the inside of my nostrils. The scent lit up neuron pathways in my head, and for a moment, Dad was right there next to me. Close enough to touch. 

“Rise and pray for us, heir,” said Aumbrose. His heavy, cologned hand landed on my shoulder, banishing the specter of my father and directing me to the pulpit. 

Murmurs and occasional coughs from the congregation were the only sounds that broke the heavy silence. The cathedral could seat hundreds. How many of them had seen my father perform the same rites? 

I cleared my throat. 

Polea, grant me strength.

And she did. Calm settled over me like a warm blanket. 

Once I was behind the lectern, things fit back into place, like I was a piece in an incomplete puzzle. Being here in front of Polea’s flock was almost as familiar as my apartment. This was safe. Routine. 

I raised my hand, fingers straight and thumb tucked in. “Congregation, join me in this prayer to our protectress Polea,” I said, my voice ringing out across the cavernous room. That hadn’t sounded bad at all. This was just like any Sunday, and I’d performed this prayer for them hundreds of times.

“Polea, may your light ever guide us, may your love ever find us,” I recited, and the congregation spoke along with me, chanting the words in unison. 

“May your wisdom shine down to us and illuminate our path into the future, illuminate a path to you. May we always be open to receiving your wisdom, even and especially when you guide us to the difficult path. May we learn from you, from each other, and from the prophet, who is your voice.” 

The chanting ceased. This next part was for me to say alone. 

“Beloved Polea, please grant me strength as I try to understand your wisdom, flawed as I am. Grant me the strength to guide your followers through the fog of the future, through unknown dangers, and safely into your arms.” The words flowed from me, automatic in a way. Ease born of repetition. 

I stepped back from the pulpit. 

Parrain Merx cleared his throat. His baritone boomed out, “With the power vested in me and my family as protector of the Noethi family, I hereby grant you this staff of office, which your father used, and his father before him, and his mother before him.” His voice filled the room almost as completely as the bell had. He sounded self-assured, but there was also a sense of impatience in his words. He really wanted to wrap this up quickly, huh?

Vivienne’s hand was at my elbow, guiding me to the right spot on the dais.

“Heir, hold your hands out, as you will be reaching into the future,” Parrain Merx said. I got the impression he was reading from something, that the words weren’t memorized. 

I extended both hands, palms up.

“Grasp this staff, as you will grasp Polea’s wisdom.” 

Cameras clicked all around us, forcing the moment to extend until it was awkward. Finally, Aumbrose released the staff. The cool, smooth wood of the staff settled into my hands. It was heavier than I’d imagined it would be. All the pomp and circumstance must have been getting to me because there was something profound in that moment. The last person to have held this staff was my dad at his inauguration. I felt that connection to him again…but there was more to it this time, wasn’t there?

There was a presence there. The longer we held this ridiculous pose for the cameras, the more I was sure. It wasn’t the memory of my father, though. There was a growing awareness, pressure in a spot behind my eyes as real as the hand on my arm. It was similar to the sensation I’d felt when I’d had accidental prophecies as a kid. In those moments, I’d been the closest I’d ever been to the divine power that gave me this gift of foresight. The staff just amplified it—my connection with the goddess herself. 

Aumbrose spoke again, reciting words he wasn’t interested in. “Polea’s blessing has passed through your family, firstborn to firstborn, for countless generations. This blessing passes through you to the congregation, whom you will guide through trial and tribulation. Use your staff of office to break this mirror and show us that you will not use your blessing for selfish gains. You will never use the power to see your own future, only that of the supplicants who seek Polea’s wisdom.”

There was a grating sound of something being placed down on the marble floor. I held the staff upright, and Vivienne adjusted my hands slightly. Once the staff was in the right location above the waiting mirror, I brought it down with all my might. The mirror’s crack echoed throughout the nave.



“See this, your confirmation of office, as you will see into our future. And through our goddess, may you guide us toward salvation.” 

Vivienne’s hands were at the back of my head, undoing the complicated ceremonial knot with practiced movements. The mask loosened, fell away, and left my face feeling cold and exposed. My eyes were still closed as my heart leapt into my throat. I reached for that calming wave from Polea again, but my heartbeat was pounding in my ears, and I couldn’t concentrate. 

There was no more time to delay. I was no longer the heir. I was the prophet.

I had to open my eyes. But would I see what I was supposed to see, or what Wes desperately wanted me to see?

Everything was blurry, bright, and out of focus. I was surrounded by a glowing, flickering ring, but couldn’t make out the candles that must have been surrounding the dais. 

The staff in my hands was a long, black branch, polished to a sheen from centuries of my ancestors’ hands. There was a smooth black stone set into a gnarl at the top of the staff. It was embedded there as if the tree had grown around it, rather than it being placed there by human hands. It was said to be polished obsidian. Though the stories of mountains erupting with liquid rock seemed like little more than a creation myth, I couldn’t argue that the stone looked otherworldly. The light of the candles didn’t seem to touch it.

I was falling, like sinking into a pool. There was a current running beneath me—the flow of time—and as I sank, the current pulled me forward into the future.

My vision is distorted around the edges, but nothing like what my dad had told me about looking through a narrow tunnel with little more than a point of light to see by. I don’t necessarily have a body, yet I can feel, move around, smell, and even see. Even with this newly added sense of sight, I don’t understand what the goddess is trying to show me. 

Goddess Polea, I know I’m not supposed to ask, but… I trail off as I turn a wide circle. I’m left confused.



I’m not supposed to be confused about this vision. I’m supposed to simply see the next time the staff will be taken out of its display case—the next inauguration ceremony. I’m supposed to see my heir, the next Noethi firstborn taking over after me.

Instead…

Bodies are moving around each other in a complex dance that ebbs and flows around a large room. I’m not used to the movement. I can’t tell what’s happening. Shouts and guttural grunts echo off polished stone walls and floors. The stone tiles are bright white, and the chill of the stone leaches heat from the soles of my feet— 

—but I don’t have feet here. 

Yellow flickering candlelight is the closest illumination, making the swirl of people strobe disorientingly. 

Have I done something wrong?

Goddess?

I shift around the space, trying to get a sense of this future. Where is Parrain Merx or his heir? Where is my heir, taking off their blindfold for the first time? Where is the congregation? The staff? It must be here. It triggered the prophecy.

There! 

Its protective display case is shattered. Shards of glass are invisible but sparkling on the white floor. The gnarled wood and its polished black stone are in the hands of a blindfolded figure—is that my heir? The man has chin-length hair, just like mine, but he has stubble shadowing his jaw. I always keep clean-shaven because Vivienne once told me it makes me look trustworthy. 

Someone lands in a heap nearby, sprawled out haphazardly and partially atop a raised surface in the floor. The dais? I’m in the cathedral after all? Then those colors up there must be the stained-glass windows. I wish I could see them closer. 



Someone cries out. The man who fell on the dais is rolling around, struggling. These people… They’re not dancing, they’re fighting! 

Horror settles in my stomach—I don’t have a stomach.

“Get him!” someone in a suit shouts, and a cadre of similarly dressed people dive forward, attempting to subdue the man in the blindfold. He uses the holy staff of office as a weapon, blindly swinging the head of the staff in a wide arc to beat back the suits. Then he runs. 

“Just do it!” a woman cries. She’s pinned to the ground by a man kneeling on her back. He’s got a black metal object held to the back of her head. 

Goddess, what is this? I ask because she’s right here. She’s always been with me, a calm, steady presence. I can’t exactly see her, but she’s there—a soft blur of gold superimposed on my vision—and I sort of understand that she’s pointing toward the blindfolded man. 

I turn back toward him just in time to see him smash the holy staff on the ground. The suits don’t seem to care; they’re just trying to hold people back. The woman who called out is struggling against the man on top of her, and the expression on his face says he’s tired of dealing with her. He clicks something on his black metal—

BANG.

Pieces of the woman’s head splatter on the pulpit. Blood flecks everywhere. Everywhere.

My stomach turns, but I can’t vomit. I don’t have a stomach.

On the other side of the dais, a man screams even louder than the gunshot. The noise is ragged and desperate, becoming crazed as it carries on until the man’s throat must be raw. He lunges at the gunman, and in a simple, brutal movement, he runs a blade through the killer’s throat. 

Blood spills out, coating the white marble floor in slick, deep red. The eyes of the boy—man—who holds the blade are gray and piercing. Powerful, determined, and unrepentant. 

A sensation as strong as gravity pulls me, but it’s coming from the wrong direction. I’m floating upwards, out of the future. There’s a powerful updraft that’s luring me back to the present. 

Goddess, wait! This can’t be what’s meant to be. 

I was laying on the stone dais. My head was propped up on an embroidered pillow that may as well have been made of stone. Someone had retied the blindfold to my face, but it was crooked—the rigid nose piece was digging into my cheek. I reached up to straighten it. It wasn’t until I tried to sit up that I realized how nauseous I was. Dizzy, despite sitting on the floor.

Parrain Merx spoke nearby, “He’s up? Finally.” I heard a few footsteps before his voice rang out again to the whole congregation, “Blessed Noethi, you’ve seen Polea’s wisdom and the future of your family. What guidance does she have for us?” 

Someone—Vivienne, I think—helped me get to my feet and led me back to the podium. 

My heart was still racing. Polea’s wisdom? I knew what I was supposed to say, but… none of it would be true. I hadn’t seen the next Noethi heir’s inauguration. I’d just seen two people murdered. In the very spot where I was standing. I had no guidance from the goddess to offer.

I swallowed with a dry throat.

It seemed Vivienne had taken my stall as a struggle against the vision’s after-effects, and she pressed a cool glass into my hand. I used my finger to test how full it was and keep from spilling all over myself before drinking deeply. 

“Thank you,” I whispered, and the glass was gone. But that left me in no better position than before. 

All I knew were the words I was supposed to say. I’d rehearsed them so many times. I’d ingrained those words into my mind, and now they were all I had. 

“I have seen Polea’s wisdom,” I said with a shaky voice, “and our goddess guides us to a bright future. The Merx and the Noethi go hand-in-hand toward Polea’s will, and she will bring us salvation.” 

My first official prophecy ended with my first official lie.

“Praise Polea,” said the congregation in unison. 



I stepped back from the podium, unsteady. My hands were shaking as badly as my voice had been, and my legs seemed to be made of gelatin. 

I swayed. Gravity moved beneath me. 

Then there was someone lifting me. My arm wrapped around strong but narrow shoulders. 

“Wes,” I said. 

“Told you I’d see you here.” 

I let him lead me back to the vestry to sit down. 




Chapter Two

Recovery

[image: ]

There was a reception with champagne and hors d’oeuvres after the ceremony, but I was so nauseous, I just sat in the corner, wishing I could leave.

My head was swimming, floating several feet above my body. 

Was this what prophetic madness would feel like? Each prophecy I saw would bring me closer to that end. Each prophecy had a price. Over time, resurfacing into the present would get harder, and the line between prophecy and reality would start to blur. I would start to act strangely, not truly be back in my body. My mind would be stuck somewhere between present and future. 

If they caught it early enough, they could place a more permanent blindfold that I wouldn’t be able to rip off easily, or they could chemically blind me in order to keep any more visions from pulling me under. But by the time it got that bad, I’d be half insane anyways. Wes would probably be saddled with babysitting me at the ripe old age of fifty or so. It wouldn’t be Wes, though, would it? I’d be expected to marry soon. 

As long as I had an heir by the time I went crazy, the line of firstborns would continue, and that was the important thing. 

Wes brought me a glass of wine, which did nothing for my nausea. All the Merx were talking about how grateful they were I’d taken up the reins of Polea’s congregation, how beautiful the ceremony had been. I tried not to hear the subtext that they were glad my father was gone, but I couldn’t manage to ignore it. 



Wes was seething. In a way, I was glad. His indignation kept my mind occupied. Kept me from thinking about how I’d have no answers for his questions when we got home. 

Vivienne was probably enjoying herself at the party. In practice, it was more for her than for me anyways. As my liaison with the Merx, having me officially in place was a triumph for her. I heard her voice now and then over the pleasant hum of conversation. She was rubbing elbows with the upper echelon of the Merx, and she was in her element.

“Shameful that Silvan kept him from marrying this long,” a Merx said. “Is he seeing someone? We’ll all be relieved when his heir is born.” 

“Don’t worry, there’s plenty of time,” said Vivienne. “But you’re right. It will be high on our agenda in these early days.” 

“Do you get to play matchmaker? How romantic!” 

“Unfortunately, it’s not solely up to me,” Vivienne said, giving a polite chuckle. 

Funny, it wasn’t really up to me, either. So who got to decide? Parrain Merx? I set my glass down.

“Champagne?” asked a waiter, and the conversation moved on. 

“We’ve been here long enough,” muttered Wes. I agreed. He helped me up, and with an arm around his shoulder, we hobbled out of the party. Late enough not to be missed, early enough not to be noticed. 

We trudged into our apartment, and Wes directed my collapse into the sofa. The two of us sat in silence for a while. It almost felt like before, like when Dad would come home exhausted. But it just wasn’t the same. 

I brushed my hand along the arm of the couch, feeling the familiar texture of the fabric. Fleur-de-lis shapes were embossed in a smoother thread in a tiling pattern. I could almost see it sometimes. 

“So, am I going to have a niece or a nephew?” Wes asked. 

How to even begin? 

Wes had been trying to keep things light. He assumed I’d have something positive to share. He knew I felt like shit, and he was just trying to get my mind off it. He was a good kid. 

But I couldn’t lie about it. “I don’t know,” I whispered. 

It took him a moment to respond. “What do you mean you don’t know?” 



“Tower, stop listening,” I said. 

“Turning off microphones for one hour. Activate any wall console to override,” said the computer. 

Wes waited a few more heartbeats before asking what he’d really wanted to know. “Was the goddess there? Were you able to ask her anything? Did she show you Dad?” 

“Yes. No. There was no time.” I stood up, feeling for the leg of the coffee table before I started pacing. Movement calmed me, and the dizziness had worn off enough that I couldn’t sit still anymore. The chains and epaulets jingled on my shoulder, and I started the tedious job of unclipping and unpinning them all. 

We’d known approaching the goddess with our question about Dad was a long shot. It was personal gain. But we weren’t going to get answers from the Merx, and she was the only one who would have seen what had happened to the last prophet.

“But if she didn’t show you him, you should have seen your heir?” 

“I know what I should have seen!” I said, sticking my finger with a pin. “Whatever I saw was not the next inauguration ceremony.” 

He waited a few breaths for me to continue. “Well, are you going to talk about it, or are you going to be cryptic all night?” 

“I don’t know,” I said, jerking the silk laces that held a wide, engraved belt in place. What the hell was I supposed to do? The only person I possibly could have asked was dead.

Wes hadn’t moved. He was waiting for me, even though I knew how desperate he’d been for me to get answers from the goddess,to get some kind of closure.

The words started tumbling out of my mouth. “It wasn’t like what I was expecting. It wasn’t like what Dad said during my training. I could move. I could see and smell and feel. I was there.”

“’There’ where?”

“In the cathedral still, I’m pretty sure. But it wasn’t the ceremony. There were people fighting. A guy in a suit shot someone. Shot a lady in the head. Right in front of me. Her blood was everywhere. Then a young guy—probably our age—he went crazy. He killed the suit right there at the altar. Slit their throat. Blood everywhere, spreading out through the whole nave and—and I could smell it—” Bile burned the back of my throat. 



I crashed back onto my side of the couch, hands shaking. 

Wes was tense next to me, like a coiled spring. We sat in silence for a few more breaths. “Pols,” Wes finally said. “No wonder you wouldn’t talk to anyone at the reception.”

He got up for a minute, and when he came back, he put a fridge-cold bottle of water into my hand. I sipped it, but mostly, it felt good to just press the cold against my forehead.

“Could you tell who was fighting? I mean…does Polea tell you stuff like that?” he quickly corrected, realizing how inane it was to ask me to recognize anyone. 

“No. The suits were probably Merx, I guess?” I drank some more water as my stomach settled. “What if I screwed it up somehow?”

“What, messed up the ceremony? Do you really think Polea would send you the wrong vision for something like that?”

“No. I don’t know. I’ve had a few prophecies before. Accidents, though, nothing official like this.” 

“You didn’t mess up. I watched the whole thing. It was all perfect.” 

Then what did it mean? What had I done to make things even worse? Couldn’t I just have one problem at a time?

“What if this is connected?” Wes asked in a low voice. “To Dad.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I don’t know, just… It can’t be coincidence, can it? One prophet killed, the next with no heir at their inauguration…”

I pressed my fingers into my eyes, but the stiff brocade was like a shield on my face. “We don’t know that he was killed.”

“Pull your head out of your ass,” he spat. “He didn’t just drop dead over in Sector One for the fun of it. Can’t be random, can it?” 

“What if Polea knows what we planned? She knows I was thinking about breaking the vow, using her power for personal gain?” 

Wes considered it a few moments. “But you didn’t. Polea wouldn’t punish you for something you didn’t do.” 

“I tried, though. I’m sorry. That I didn’t learn anything.” 

Now more than ever, I wanted to find out what’d happened to our father, why I was inheriting this position a decade too early. As much as I knew I shouldn’t, I wanted someone to pay for what they’d done to my family, just like Wes did. Could the goddess be upset about my unpriestly thoughts? Could she have shown me a vision of bloodshed because that was where I’d end up if I continued down this path?

“Maybe it doesn’t mean anything,” Wes said. “The visions aren’t destiny. They’re just one possible path. You know that.” 

I nodded. “True. No use in having foresight if you can’t use it as a warning.” Nothing was for certain until it had happened. I took a deep breath. “But I want to do everything I can to avoid that future. And I have no way of knowing which events lead toward it or away.”

“That’s your job,” Wes said.

I wished the goddess’ guidance was less difficult to interpret, but our minds weren’t built to handle her divine messages. “You’re right. I just need to trust Polea and know she’s guiding me. I just don’t know where yet.”

“What? No, I don’t mean you should just sit back and wait. We can still try to figure things out. We could try to ask someone if there’s record anywhere of previous prophets not seeing the heir at their inauguration. Maybe Vivienne has—”

My heart leapt to my throat.

“No,” I said. “Don’t tell anyone about this.” 

“But why? If this is Polea’s guidance—a warning, like you said—it’s useless unless you try to understand it. The Merx love keeping records. Maybe there’s some information in the database.” 

“Stop and think. If you were a Merx, how would you interpret this? If I didn’t see an heir, it could mean there is no heir. Meaning I’m going to fuck up the line somehow. The lineage that’s been kept intact for millennia.”

“It doesn’t have to mean that. There could be a million explanations.” 

“I know, I know. But through a Merx’s eyes, it would probably look like they need to keep me under lock and key. Even worse than normal. If they hear about this, they might even keep me under house arrest until they have a chance to…you know, secure my heir.” Yet another thing I had no control over. “I don’t want to be locked in here for the rest of my life.” 

“They can’t do that. You have duties in the church.”

“Any lector can give the sermon.” 



“And you have to see prophecies for the Merx.” 

“They can probably just bring everything here.”

“This is stupid. You’re just going to wait and see? Wait around until someone is killed in our cathedral?” 

“We have no idea when this vision is from. It could be fifty years from now. Rushing out now doesn’t gain us anything. I’m going to wait until I have the chance to see a few more visions. Maybe there will be more guidance. Dad always told us to sleep on it when you need to make a big decision.” 

Wes sighed. “I know what he said, but I’m not talking about making a big decision. I’m talking about searching the database for more information.”

“The risk is too high that they’d see your search history.”

“I can use a proxy—”

“I said no. I know you can use a proxy, and you know that they can spend half a minute tracing it back anyways.”

“Books, then.” 

“No. What are you going to do, ask the librarian, ‘Hey, have you got any books where the prophet saw a murder for their first vision?’ and then expect her not to wonder why?”

“No, you dolt. I go in there and ask if there are any diaries or histories on previous prophets and do the research myself.” 

“No.”

“You’re being stupid. I can help.” 

“For the last time, no. I forbid you from speaking, typing, writing, or otherwise communicating a word of this to anyone.” I used that tone of voice Dad used to have when he was so fed up with us. 

Wes slammed something down on the coffee table and stormed out of the room. I heard his bedroom door whiz shut behind him.

Dammit. I wished I hadn’t said anything. I hadn’t meant to pass that weight on to him, to share the burden of knowing. This was why Dad had never talked about his visions. I should have known better. 

I retreated into our father’s old room, where my things were now taking up his space. It still felt unnatural to go down the hallway and turn left instead of right. 

I stood there for a moment, still in most of my ceremonial garb, feeling like an impostor. I had no idea what I was doing. I wasn’t qualified for this. 



Goddess, help me.

Everything would be okay. Polea would take care of it.

I considered talking to Wes again for a moment. Trying to get him to see the risk of what he’d proposed, maybe remind him what the Merx had—probably—done to our mother because Dad wasn’t staying in line the way they wanted. But I didn’t. Instead, I took off the brocade mask and replaced it with some blacked-out goggles, then I took a long, hot shower and went to bed.




Chapter Three

Uneasy
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The comms’ vibrating woke me up. I made sure my blindfold was in place before reaching over and tapping the screen. 

“Good morning, Levi.” Vivienne’s voice was too loud for my ears. I fumbled to swipe down and lower the volume. “You’ve got an assignment in the cathedral this morning. Sorry it’s so soon.” To her credit, she did sound a little sorry.

“Already? Viv, I feel like garbage.” My head was pounding, and my mouth was so dry, it felt like it had been stuffed with cloth all night.

“I can give you a half hour to get some coffee in your system.” 

I groaned and swore. “Alright. See you in a bit.” 

“Try drinking some of that fizzy stuff. That used to help Silvan.” A blip told me she’d ended the call.

“Tower, did Wes make coffee already?” 

“Wes is currently still in his room,” said the computer voice.

“Of course he is. Start the coffeepot, please.” 

“Acknowledged.” 

Dad had always called this a vision hangover, and it made sense now. Sitting up, I was exactly as miserable as those mornings after the precious few nights I’d been allowed to act like a normal, stupid teenager. Except those mornings had all been worth it because of the happy memories. This just felt like punishment. 



I got dressed in my business regalia, which was thankfully much less ridiculous than my ceremonial robes. I wore a simple cassock that buttoned all the way up my front, but I still had to contend with a tall collar and a rigid blindfold that tied behind my head. 

I went to the medicine cabinet and found some of those old chalky tablets that turned to fizz in water. After downing that, I did feel a bit better. I chased it with coffee and a half-frozen waffle from the toaster.

 

There was no ceremony this time, no incense, no bell. When we arrived at the cathedral, we just walked in, crossed through the nave, and stepped into the small cloister at the back, the room where I’d have prophecies for the Merx. 

Vivienne’s shoulder dipped next to me in a curtsy, alerting me that Parrain Merx was here. I didn’t technically have to bow anymore. Technically, I was the head of my own family now, and as the prophet, I was on the same power ranking as the parrain. Technically. But our quarters were in his tower, he paid to guard us and furnish us with whatever we needed, and paid to maintain the cathedral. We paid him back with prophecy. So, I bowed.

“We appreciate you meeting with us so soon after your inauguration,” said a smooth voice I knew but couldn’t immediately place. 

I held out my arm and waited for the handshake. “Levi, you’ve met my brother Gastone briefly a few times,” Vivienne said.

“Ah, of course. Nice to meet you again.” In truth, I didn’t know much about him. Only that Vivienne’s relationship with him was tense. What he had to do with this prophecy, I had no idea.

“Let’s get to work.” The parrain’s baritone cut right to the chase. 

“Of course, Parrain. What do you need me to see today?” 

“There’s a bill going before parliament next week, and we need it to pass,” Marquez, the parrain’s lieutenant, said in his gravelly voice. 

“We need you to see who will vote nay,” Vivienne said. 

I waited, but no more information came. “The more specific you can be, the better chance I have to pay attention to the right things.”

Marquez cleared his throat, but his voice was still like rocks grinding against each other. “It’s all very dry. Business and politics, you know. All you need to do is give us a list of names.” 



“I understand, but how will I know who’s who or how anyone voted?” 

“Just describe who you saw, where they were sitting, any pertinent information, and Vivienne’ll decode it,” said Gastone.

“They usually either do a roll call vote or a voiced vote. So, you’ll either hear people’s names or see them stand up to vote aye. If they do a hidden vote, you’ll have to look at their consoles. They have comms embedded into their seats and can vote from there. Come sit here,” Vivienne said and ushered me to a plush armchair. “For when you go under.” 

“This would have been nice yesterday,” I said, sinking into the velvet upholstery. 

“The people like it when you drop to the floor, and we rush in to catch you. Ceremonies are at least half theater, you know.” 

Great. 

Someone grabbed my hand and placed a stack of papers against my palm. I frowned and pulled it into my lap. The pile had to be an inch thick—probably hundreds of credits worth of genuine paper.

“This is the bill they’re voting on,” Vivienne explained. 

“We’re lucky they still use hard copies for these. If they switched to data syncs, I’d have to get more creative with grabbing your trigger,” said Gastone.

“If they propose a bill to go paperless, we should be able to change that vote, too.” Marquez laughed. 

Not exactly what I would consider worthy of divine intervention, but this was the price of living in the Merx tower. I gritted my teeth.

I heard my father’s words in my head again: Just do everything they ask of you. It’s not worth it to question them or to fight them. That’s what he’d done to keep us safe, to keep us sheltered from the world of the Merx. 

“Let me remind you,” said Marquez, “that none of this is to leave this room.”

“I understand.” 

“Ready?” Vivienne asked.

“I guess.” 

She untied the mask and let it fall away from my eyes. 

The white of the paper was so bright, I had to squint. It was covered with a million little black dots and squiggles. I recognized it as text. I’d had sight until around age four or five, before the prophecies started. Just enough time to learn colors and shapes, but not enough to learn to read. 

It only took a second to pull me under, into the flow of time. 

I’m in an unfamiliar large room. It’s sort of like the cathedral—rows of seats like pews on either side of an aisle. There’s a podium at the head of the room, not unlike our pulpit. People dressed in black swarm all over, collecting in little gaggles of threes or fours. 

A man at the front pounds a gavel on the podium and shouts, “Order!” He’s holding the stack of papers, the bill. 

I ‘step’ towards him, though I don’t exist here. When I move, my power tugs at my mind—a spot just behind my eyes strains with effort. The vision fades at the edges. The prophecy is slipping away, and I panic a little. My heart jumps—I don’t have a heart here. Trying to grip on tighter to the vision only makes it more slippery. 

It fades away. 

But I’m still here. 

Later?

The tallies are being counted. The Nays win. 

I had learned nothing. Adrenaline and fear flush through me. Am I already failing? Can I back up somehow? 

The goddess is with me. She’s connected somehow with that spot behind my eyes. 

The legislators gather in gaggles of black robes, filtering out of the parliament chamber. Everything is over. 

But I can’t go back to the parrain empty-handed. 

Goddess, help. I ask, meekly. I press my hands together in prayer even though I don’t really have hands. 

Nothing changes. 

There’s warmth on my shoulder, and Polea’s calming presence soothes me. It would be okay, she seemed to be saying. I could do this. 



Do what? 

Dad had always just described images flashing in front of him, having to learn to interpret what he’d only seen for an instant. He was just along for the ride. No control.

But I’m here. I can move. And if I can move, can I… rewind? 

But how?

That spot behind my eyes is the connection. I feel it flex and twinge when I move. I focus on that and reach. Something changes, but it’s tenuous, like a bar of soap slipping from my fingers. I try again, getting a better mental grip on the power. The whole thing—me and the scene and the goddess—nudge forward. Forward in time. 

The wrong direction. 

No one is in the room at all. The lights are out. 

Alright. Not a nudge, then. A pull. Backward. Closer to the present because time is flowing behind me. 

The spot behind my eyes hurts. It’s getting worn out, like my legs at the end of a long run. 

The legislators are back, milling around in their little groups. Conversations are quiet, faces grim. 

Little lights are illuminated on their consoles—red, green, and yellow. No one’s shouting names or ayes. Is this a hidden vote after all? I step forward without my legs and try to understand what’s going on with the panel. I can’t make sense of it. Too much text. But the red light is illuminated. That probably means ‘nay,’ right?

The vision fades, and I’m floating back up toward the surface of the river. I try to grasp the power again, flex that spot behind my eyes, but it doesn’t respond, like trying for that one last chin-up with arms that just refuse. 

I was slumped to the side as if I’d just taken a quick nap in the plush armchair. The blindfold rested securely on my eyes. 



I groaned. Doing this again while I still had the hangover from the first one was not a great idea. My mind felt strained, like I’d pulled that underused muscle.

“What did you get?” Vivienne asked from behind me. 

“The bill fails,” I said. 

“Right, and? Who are the nay-sayers?” 

I fought a wave of nausea before speaking. “Front row in front of the podium, on the left side of the bench.” 

“Must be Garretson. He’s a firm ‘no’ on this.” 

“Is that all?” came Parrain Merx’s voice from further away. 

I wiped sweat from my upper lip and nodded. “They do the vote on their consoles. I didn’t hear any names.” 

Vivienne swore. “You’ll have to go back under then. Try to arrive at a different angle so you get a view of different panels.” 

Go back? Now? And what did she mean about a different angle? 

My hands were shaking, but I held the stack of papers in front of me as Vivienne untied the mask again, and I fell into the vision as if I were falling face-first into a pool. 

Same room, same groups of old people. Their black outfits make them indistinguishable but for their differently colored ties.

A gavel signals the beginning of the vote. Two more red lights. Second row, three seats in from the left. Should be enough for Vivienne. 

I step forward to see more, but time jumps backwards. A man is at the podium, the bill in front of him. He’s speaking emphatically and poking his finger on the podium for punctuation. 

“You cowards know this is bad legislation, but none of you can do anything but point your fingers at each other.” His words come to me through a long tunnel, boomy and distorted. 

“And what is it that you’re doing now?” someone asks from the audience. They all laugh and laugh. 

Gavel strikes echo through time, ricocheting around my skull. 

The vignette fades and is replaced by another. Same man, same podium. I’m skipping across the river of time like a stone. 

“The amount of tacked-on, irrelevant nonsense at the end of this bill is shameful. You all should be embarrassed. I’ll never support this monstrosity,” says the man at the podium. 

“You will if you know what’s good for you!” says someone from the congregation—er, parliament. 

“The entirety of Nexus relies on this damned machine. We need the Merx to work more diligently on trying to understand if we can replicate it. Build a second one for Polea’s sake! The city’s population is growing. We shouldn’t be passing bullshit like this. If the maintenance is so pricey, we’d be better off putting that money into research.” 

They’re talking about the water purifier. The Merx have an elaborate system of pipes, valves, pumps, and storage tanks, all designed to funnel poisoned rainwater into the purifier machine, which supplies the whole city with clean water. I don’t understand what they mean by research, though. We know exactly how the machine works—it runs on manna, a gift from the goddess. It runs on divine power. There’s no use researching it.

“All their top engineers have been trying for decades—hell, centuries—to duplicate it. Preserving this machine is the best we can do.” 

The gavel cracks the air to keep people from shouting over each other. 

“Yes, yes, the floor is open to discussion,” says the man at the podium.



There’s motion at the other end of the room, where people with mobile comms and cameras are sitting. Someone steps forward, and a few people in congress audibly groan. I can’t see past the podium.

A young woman’s voice calls out, “Honorable sirs, the constitution states we should have a backup plan in case of a breakdown.” She sounds smug. 

“Thank you, Ambassador Oida. As the machine has never broken down in all the thousand years we’ve been in this great city, safe from the wastes outside, there has never been a need to develop a backup plan. As you well know. Now, let us get back onto the topic of the bill at hand, shall we?” 

The conversation moves swiftly onward, like they’re trying to keep the woman from asking anything else. As if by their determination to press on, I am pressed up. I float back to the surface. 

I floated back up into my limp body. Vivienne had retied my mask. That was her most important job while I was under. If I woke up while the blindfold was still off, I’d sink immediately back into another vision. It could be a never-ending cycle that would lead me straight into prophetic madness if I got unlucky. 

I gave the other two descriptions I’d gotten of the Nay voters. 

“Smithe and Alberts. We have a chance with them,” Vivienne said. 

But the parrain seemed even more irritated that I hadn’t gathered more. “Go back again,” he said. 

“Give him a minute,” Vivienne said, pressing a cool glass into my palm. I drank with shaky hands.

Once I caught my breath, she sent me back. 

Each time, I gathered two or three more names for them, and each time, it wasn’t enough to swing the vote, so they sent me back. Each time, I didn’t think I’d be able to do it, but Polea’s power sucked me down into the vision anyways.



Finally, they had the names they needed. Parrain Merx thought they could convince most of them to change their vote. 

“And if not, I can convince them to stay home that day,” he said, chuckling to himself.

That was the most humor I’d ever heard out of the parrain, and it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Or maybe that was just the effects of the visions. 

“He looks terrible,” Parrain Merx said from the end of a tunnel. “I didn’t think we were pushing him that hard.” 

“He’s just new,” said Vivienne. 

My skin was hot, but I was cold. I was damp with sweat, and the heavy cloth of the cassock clung to my body. Everything was too loud. 

Vivienne ordered an acolyte from the nave to help me back home. He slung my arm over his shoulders and helped me stand. Everywhere he touched hurt.

“Sir, are you okay?” he asked, but I could do little more than grunt as he supported me down the promenade.

The acolyte buzzed our apartment with his free hand. He prattled to Wes about my condition and apologized to me for some reason.

“Bless you,” I said and waved him away.

I only wanted to sleep.




Chapter Four

New Normal
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Wes babied me through the next day as I slowly got over my vision hangover. He brought me water and reminded me to drink it. 

In addition to a dull, throbbing headache, I kept getting waves of vertigo—like the world was falling out from under me, and I was sinking back down into prophecy. 

By evening, I was almost feeling normal.

Vivienne kept her promise and didn’t ask me to see anything the next day, but I wasn’t excused from my other duties. Every weekday, I gave a short sermon, which was followed by time with the congregation. I led classes, counseling sessions, or even lighthearted social events. I enjoyed that part of my job. It was an easy extension of the duties I’d had in the cathedral for years. I liked slipping into the role of Prophet and ceasing to exist as Levi. When I spoke, my training took over, and I didn’t have to think, didn’t have to feel, or worry. 

Every morning, Vivienne called me with my agenda—let me know how formal my clothes needed to be. She opened every call by asking how I was feeling. A normal enough question, but I couldn’t help but feel like she was gauging how hard she could work me that day.

At the end of the week, she called me back into the cloister to see another prophecy. She needed information to expose that one of “their” legislators was also taking “donations” from the Lygus. Basically, blackmail. 



“Is this really worth my time?” I asked, a little bolder because Parrain Merx wasn’t there.

“We decide what’s worth your time, Prophet,” said Marquez. “Remember that.” 

“Just do what they say,” my father repeated in my head.

The Merx controlled everything. They controlled this tower, they controlled the water, this whole sector of Nexus. They controlled me, my life, Wes’ life. It all revolved around them. There was a reason our mother was gone. 

But every vision cost me a little bit of my life, a little bit of my sanity. I’d pay for this later. They wouldn’t. 

And I supposed if Polea had a problem with how the power was being used, she’d have done something about it, right? The Merx were the stewards of Polea’s followers, and clearly the goddess trusted the family to do what was best for her congregation. Who was I to question the goddess?

Exposing the donation records was easier than my first assignment. I only had to be sent back under once to get the information they needed. 

I was getting better at nudging the power in the direction I wanted. Trial and error taught me how to push myself forward through time or pull my vision backwards, closer to the present. 

Why hadn’t my training covered how to do this? The way Dad had described prophecies didn’t match up to my experiences at all. Vivienne kept talking about “getting a better angle.” I guess she didn’t know that I could move through the prophecies either. I wished I could have asked my dad what was going on.

“Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you leave me to figure it all out on my own?” I asked in my head. I got no response.



I had another day to rest after that, and the hangover was less debilitating this time.

Wes and I argued again about talking to someone about my inauguration vision. He still wanted to search the database. He thought he’d come up with a plan to do it without his name being tied to the search history. Something about some new kind of encryption that made this proxy impossible to trace. I still told him no. It was too risky. If the Merx found out, the list of punishments was long.



I told him to shove off, go to the theater for a video story with his friends. Go get laid. Something other than obsessing about everything that had gone wrong. 

That’s what I was trying to do. Fully devoting my mind to my duties to the congregation meant that it wasn’t wandering to the things I didn’t want to think about. If I wasn’t working, I was running on the treadmill until I was too tired to think. I didn’t think about my dad being found in an alleyway on the other side of the city. I didn’t dream about his murder. I couldn’t miss him if I were working. And I definitely didn’t see the vision of blood and gore in the cathedral every time I closed my eyes. No thoughts, just work.



On Sundays, I gave a full-length sermon to the congregation. Dad had left all his voice notes for me, so I didn’t have to write all the speeches from scratch. 

There was a lottery each week for one member of the congregation to receive a personal prophecy. People would bring some memento as a prophecy trigger in the hopes that they would be the one chosen. They wanted to hear things like, ‟You’ll have a fruitful marriage, blessed by Polea,” or, ‟Your son will recover from his illness.” 

They wanted to hear those things even if they weren’t true sometimes. Dad had told me that this was his least favorite moment of every week—having to decide whether it was right to lie and give hope, or tell the truth and give despair.

I heard murmurs about my prophecies being bleaker than his, my advice being harsher.

People were saying that Polea seemed to have changed, to have turned bitter. They were used to platitudes, but they forgot all the times that the goddess hadn’t followed through with what my father had foretold. 

He’d been lying to them because it was easier.

The truth was harder to hear. But how much would their lives change if they knew the weight of their own actions? They could be in control of their own destiny, under Polea’s guidance. That’s how it was supposed to be. 

It would take time, but they would begin to trust me. I truly believed that.

 

Another week passed. 



I finished up my sermon on Sunday. I spoke about how Polea’s wisdom leads us to our own wisdom. We just have to be brave and patient enough to follow her, even down difficult paths. 

I hoped they understood.

When I was done, Vivienne took my place at the pulpit and drew the name of the lottery winner. “Gabrielle Boileau-Merx!” she said, before leading me over to an armchair. Then her light hand settled on my shoulder, and she whispered, “Her dad’s a very good friend of Parrain Aumbrose.” 

Gabrielle was led to the dais. I held out my hands for her artifact and was surprised when her own hands grasped mine. 

“You’ll be the object of the prophecy?” I asked.

“Yes, please, Prophet.” 

“Tell me what you want to learn from the goddess.” 

She knelt down in front of me and lowered her voice. We were in front of the entire congregation, but her murmurs would only carry to Vivienne and I. “I just started university this year. I’m really struggling. I’m going to have to retake half of my classes. My dad wanted me to ask Polea for encouragement.” Her voice was a little unsteady. 

The university spanned floors one hundred sixty-four and -five of the tower and was a well-respected institution of Sector Three. The towers in the other sectors had schools of their own, but business and tech graduates from the Merx education system were prized all over Nexus.

“I’m sure your professors have given you resources—tutors, study halls, office hours, that sort of thing—so you know, practically, what you need to do to pass these classes, right?”

“Yes, Prophet.” 

“And your dad wants me to give you encouragement to go do those things that you already know about.” 

Vivienne nudged my shoulder. I ignored her. 

“If that’s all you needed, you would have done it already, Gabrielle. You would have listened to the other people who already offered their help.”

“Prophet,” Vivienne said. It was weird to hear her call me by my title. 

“Alright, I’m ready,” I said to Vivienne. She untied the mask. 

I got a split-second view of Gabrielle before slumping over into the armchair.



I rose back into my body, and Vivienne was ready with a glass of water for me. Every time I came back up from a vision, my mouth was full of sand. 

I held my hand out, and Gabrielle grasped my fingers. 

“So what should I do?” she asked. 

I could tell. She wanted so badly for me to just tell her to study. Things would get better. ‘Just try hard, and your dad will be happy with you.’

But I couldn’t tell her that. Lying made me nauseous. 

I smiled as gently as I could. “I did not see you succeeding in your current program. That doesn’t mean you can’t. If you work your ass—work hard, you can make it. If you want to do all that ‘nose to the grindstone’ stuff, you can. But it’ll be hard the whole time. What I saw was that you enjoy talking to people. I saw writing, interviews, cameras. Pursue that. Don’t waste your time pretending to be an engineer.” 

Her hand fell away from mine, and then she was gone.

“Oh come on, Levi,” Vivienne said in a low voice. “You couldn’t have just given her a little pep talk?”

I’m sure Gabrielle had heard a million pep talks already.

Vivienne stepped forward to deliver the wrap-up and gave her customary notice to the rest of the congregation that my “time was running out.” 

I was one step closer to prophetic madness because they wanted me to tell a freshman to study more. 

Back in the vestry, Vivienne was helping me unpin some of the sashes on my cassock. “Dammit, Levi. That girl’s dad donated a ton of money to—”

“What’s that got to do with the vision?” 

“Oh come on,” she said.

“The lottery is open to the whole congregation, isn’t it? Anyone can win?” 

“Sure. But it’s easier the more tickets you buy. And you just pissed off a guy who bought a lot of tickets.” 

My patience was running thin. “Well then, he should have hired a pep talk from someone cheaper. And what do you mean, I pissed him off? They asked me to see something, and I did. If they don’t like the prophecy, they can change. That’s the point! This is why Polea lets us see the future, so we can change things we want to avoid. It’s not my fault his daughter couldn’t care less about engineering.” I was speaking too quickly by the end. Too loud. Stupid.

“Never talk to the Merx like that,” my dad reminded me. Too late.

It felt a whole lot like I was being criticized for doing what was right. And it was my sanity that was being wasted.

In a low voice, Vivienne said, “You and your brother will have an easier time with life if you make friends with the parrain. Do you understand?” 

I froze. 

She didn’t wait for me to reply. She left the vestry. Its old-fashioned swinging door slammed shut behind her, leaving me with the incense and her thinly veiled threat.
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