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      To the Bumbershoots.

      

      Thanks for being my cheerleaders, support team, and friends.  Y'all are amazing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Have pity on me, O God, have pity on me… for I lie prostrate in the midst of lions that devour men.
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      Monday, April 2, 2035

      

      Signs and portents are the stuff of fiction. Great changes in the fortunes of humanity are rarely ever presaged by thunder, and black skies and the lash of lightning bolts seldom mean anything except that it’s going to rain.

      So it might well mean nothing that it started and ended with earthquakes. But even so, long after the details had faded from the collective memory, long after the names of the people who lived through it were forgotten, people remembered that.

      The first one wasn't a big earthquake, especially given that Seattle sits near an active and dangerous fault line. Still, it jolted Mary Hansard hard enough as she walked across the parking lot that she stumbled and dropped the armful of student work she was bringing home to grade, and was able to keep her feet only with an ungraceful effort.

      “Are you okay, Ms. Hansard?” A concerned voice came from behind her, and still a little wobbly, she turned to see Brian Nehring, one of her students, rushing up toward her. “Here, let me help.”

      “Thank you, Brian.” She knelt next to him in the parking lot, picking up papers now hopelessly disordered.

      Brian jogged after one that had been caught by the spring breeze and was flipping its way across the asphalt. He came back as she stood up, adding the errant worksheet to the top of her stack.

      The young man gave her a grin. “No problem. That was a surprise. Biggest quake we’ve had in a while.”

      “I wonder where the epicenter was. I hope no one got hit too hard.” She dusted off the knees of her slacks. “Anyhow, I’m none the worse for getting jolted around. Thanks for the help.”

      Brian gave her another quick smile and turned away to rejoin some friends.

      Handsome boy. Nice, too. A pity he’s going to die so soon.

      The thought came without warning, and with none of the tentativeness of the typical anxiety-laden worries everyone has. In fact, it was completely devoid of emotion. Or, more accurately, the emotion came afterward. She knew, knew without doubt, that Brian Nehring was going to be dead in a few short weeks. It felt as dispassionate as a newspaper headline about a total stranger, and as certain. The flood of sadness that came afterward was like times she’d received unexpected bad news.

      Only here, it wasn’t news about something that had already happened. It was news about the future.

      “I’m losing my mind,” Mary said under her breath. She looked back toward Brian, who was chatting and laughing with a girl—Leah something? Mary recognized her, but hadn’t taught her before—and then it happened again.

      Leah Chambers. Her name is Leah Chambers. And she’s going to die, too.

      Mary clutched her papers to her chest, turning away from the pair and heading at a jog toward her car. She had to sit down or she was going to faint.

      She unlocked and opened the door and collapsed behind the steering wheel, tossing the stack of papers into the passenger seat and increasing their disarray. She looked at the loose pile, worksheets on kinetic and potential energy from her physics classes.

      How appropriate. Entropy. She could expend energy to stack the papers back up, reorganize them by class as they had been when she left the building, but it was no good. Things were falling apart, everything spiraling into chaos. You could try to slow it down, decrease the disorder locally and temporarily, but eventually you were bound to lose.

      Entropy always wins.

      Mary closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the headrest, trying to halt the whirling vortex of dizziness she’d fallen into. She had to get a hold of herself, at least enough to get home. If she sat in the parking lot much longer, some of the teenagers still hanging around campus would see her and come up to check if she was okay. It was endearing—she was on friendly terms with nearly everyone, students and staff, and was one of the most liked teachers at Shoreline High School—but at the moment their concern was the last thing she wanted.

      How would she explain herself?

      She took several deep breaths and opened her eyes. Looking in the rearview mirror, she saw Brian and Leah looking in her direction with a frown.

      Don’t stare at me, you’re both going to die and I can’t deal with knowing that I can’t stop it, please look somewhere else…

      With some effort she fished her keys from her purse, put them in the ignition, and started the car. When she put her foot on the brakes and shifted into reverse, the two young people evidently saw the brake lights. They turned back to their conversation. Whatever was wrong with Ms. Hansard, it wasn’t bad enough to keep her from driving, so everything must be okay.

      It wasn’t okay. It was far from okay.

      She backed out of her parking space and headed out toward the road. But it kept happening. Every time she passed someone, glanced to her side and saw another driver or pedestrian. All of them were strangers, but when the voice spoke in her mind, it knew their names.

      Albert Dunn. He’s going to die by drowning.

      Lila van Cleve. She’s going to be killed by her next-door neighbor.

      John McNamara. Killed during a riot, hit by a stray bullet.

      Edith Quinn. Starved to death.

      Stopped at a stoplight, she turned to look at the little old lady her mind had named as Edith Quinn. The woman saw Mary staring, and returned a friendly smile and little wave. She was walking down the sidewalk slowly, leaning heavily on an aluminum cane, but had a rosy-cheeked appearance, like the storybook grandma.

      The words hit her again.

      Starved to death.

      Then water, a rising tide of water, obliterating everything in its path. She fought back the sensation of drowning. Once again a voice, seeming to come from somewhere outside her own mind, said, “All springs reduce their currents to mine eyes, that I, being governed by the watery moon, may send forth plenteous tears to drown the world…”

      What was that? It had the cadence of Shakespeare. It sounded familiar—she’d seen a performance of Richard III up at the University two months earlier—but as a rule, she didn't remember lines of dialogue, and this one sounded verbatim. In a woman’s voice, but not her own…

      “What is happening to me?” Her voice sounded thin in her own ears. The blare of a horn behind her jolted her awareness back to the present. The light had turned green without her noticing. She gave a feeble wave to the angry face of the man in the car behind her.

      Michael Tamura. His name was Michael Tamura.

      And he was going to die, too. Stabbed in a street fight.

      Mary pulled into her parking space at her apartment complex and somehow made it to her home on the third floor, hardly aware of how she’d gotten there. She let herself in, shut and locked the door behind her, and only then realized she’d left the stack of student papers sitting on the passenger seat in the car.

      Shouldn’t worry about it, the mental voice that was not her own said. In a couple of months they’re all going to be…

      “Stop it!” she shouted. The voice halted as if she’d flipped a switch.

      Was this the beginning of schizophrenia? Was it incipient psychosis? She had a distant cousin, some relative on her mom’s side of the family, who was schizophrenic, and was in an institution. Heard voices, Mary’s mom had said. Sad case, he became paranoid and eventually a danger to himself and others, so they locked him away.

      Maybe that’s where she was headed. Locked away, just her and the voices.

      No. The voice sounded almost cheerful. That’s not what will happen to you. Bide your time for now, you’ll have plenty to do very soon.

      Vertigo. Sudden, powerful, overwhelming. She had the sense of standing upright on a tilted floor. Her eyes told her different—the floor was level, the windowsill parallel with the skyline, everything as it should be—but her body was caught in two places at once, the ordinary plumb, right-angular world and one that had been shattered, the pieces jutting up at crazy angles. Clenching nausea rose in her belly, and she knew if she waited moments, she would be unable to walk.

      She made it to the bathroom before the vomiting started. Barely.
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        * * *

      

      Mary had never missed three days of school in a row, not in nineteen years as a teacher. She couldn’t get out of bed without the vertigo knocking her back down. She considered calling 911 and getting an ambulance to the emergency room, but was dissuaded by the fact that to do so, she would have had to get to the living room somehow, where she’d left her phone when she’d stumbled in.

      So she decided to ride it out.

      The nausea, fortunately, didn’t last long. The dizziness was slower to abate, but by the middle of the third day she was able to walk without falling. But over the three days in bed, she became aware of another, more troubling fault in her mental processes.

      She couldn’t keep the past and the future straight.

      She remembered some things that were clearly in the past. Her childhood, for example. But when she thought of an event since she became an adult—something that had occurred in her classroom, for example—she honestly didn’t know if it had happened already, or was going to happen in the future. She knew, rationally, that there was no way she could know the future, but she saw the building across the road on fire, burning wildly with no firefighters there to stop it, and was convinced it was a memory until she staggered her way to the window and confirmed the building was still there, intact, where it always had been. Even after seeing it, when she turned away, in her mind were two images. The burning building and the intact building. Both of them felt like memories.

      But one of them hadn’t happened, at least not yet.

      The more she probed, the more she realized that everything was like that. She remembered conversations with people and at the same time knew she’d never met them. She lay in bed, sleepless, trying to cope with the sensation that the floor was simultaneously flat and tipped at an impossible angle, trying to sort out her thoughts.

      There was no such thing as a “future memory.” Those had to be delusions, or at best, idle daydreams. They felt completely real, though, and very quickly she figured out that other than instances where she could verify the truth—the burning building, for example—she had no reliable algorithm for telling them apart from actual memories of the past.

      The world, it seemed, was no longer sorted into past, present, and future. There were only two categories—present and not-present.

      Something in her brain that was not-present could equally well be in the past or the future. Apart from the few she could corroborate, there was no way to determine which was which.

      When she got out of bed on the fourth day since her vertigo began, she put on coffee, padding carefully across her kitchen, barefoot and clad in her old terry-cloth bathrobe, and made two phone calls. The first was to her school, telling them she was still sick and wouldn’t be in that day.

      The second was to her doctor.

      Part of the reason was her school’s policy that an absence of longer than three days required a doctor’s note to qualify as sick leave. She doubted the administration would hold her to that, as she hardly ever called in even when she was ill, but might as well do what the contract demanded. The other part was to find out, if possible, what the hell had happened, was happening, to her brain.

      She was able to keep back the disordered thoughts as she slowly made her way down the elevator and then to her car, trailing her fingertips along the wall to keep her balance. It was a sunny, pleasant day, and she passed other residents of her apartment complex as she walked, trying to seem steadier than she felt, trying not to attract attention and words of concern. The effort to walk without stumbling, and simultaneously stifle her brain’s declarations about the fates of the people she passed, required one hundred percent of her attention. But she was determined to drive herself the three miles to her doctor’s office. No way was she calling a cab.

      Calling a cab seemed too much like giving in.

      She made it to her destination by focusing on one thing—driving safely—which she only accomplished by ignoring everything but the road in front of her. Even that was difficult, because once again she got a dual sensation, that her tires were rolling smoothly along, and that they were bucking and jolting over obstacles, jarring her whole body even though there was nothing there. She gave a deep sigh of relief as she pulled into a parking space (halfway, I still have to get back) and once again moving with deliberation and caution, got out of her car and walked into the office.

      The nurse who called her out of the waiting room did a cursory check of blood pressure and pulse, asked her for a recap of her symptoms, then told her the doctor would be in to see her soon. “Soon” turned out to be twenty minutes, but honestly, Mary was glad to have a place to sit, alone, without wondering if she was listing in her seat, without hearing pronouncements about all the people around her.

      Dr. Kalemba came in smiling, but with concern in her eyes. Mary could hear the thought as clearly as if she’d spoken it aloud—She thinks I’ve had a stroke. The possibility certainly had occurred to her more than once in the last three days, during which her training in the sciences had come up with a number of dire possibilities that might account for her condition. Stroke. Blood clot. Menière’s disease, multiple sclerosis, Parkinson’s.

      Brain cancer.

      Mary answered the doctor’s questions as she shone a light in each eye, looked into her mouth and ears, listened to her heart and lungs, checked lymph nodes. After the exam, Dr. Kalemba sat back, her dark eyes filled with concern.

      “You said this has been going on for three days.”

      Mary nodded. “I know, I should have gone to the emergency room right away.”

      A flash of a smile. “Definitely. But the fact that you didn’t, and your condition has improved some, is a good sign. The nausea and vomiting didn’t last long?”

      “A couple of hours. After that, I didn’t exactly feel like eating, but I wasn’t throwing up any more. Since then, I’ve been able to eat at least small meals, and no trouble keeping them down.”

      “That’s also a good sign.” She made some notes on the laptop in front of her. “Uncontrolled tremors?”

      Mary shook her head.

      “Muscle weakness?”

      Another negative.

      “So at present, the only issue is the dizziness.”

      Mary nodded, wondering if she should bring up the bizarre psychological symptoms. What would Dr. Kalemba say if she told her, “The only other symptom is that I can no longer tell apart the past and the future”?

      “What I’ve seen so far suggests that you may have something going on in your inner ear. Sometimes an ear infection can cause dizziness, but the sudden onset argues against that. Have you heard of benign positional vertigo?”

      “Yes, I think I read about it in Scientific American a while back.”

      The doctor smiled. “Oh, right, I’d forgotten you’re a science teacher. Well, just to make sure you have all the facts, I’ll summarize. It’s caused by crystals forming in the fluid of the semicircular canals, the organs of balance in your inner ear. The crystals brushing against the sensors in the semicircular canals cause disorientation and vertigo. But the ‘benign’ part is what you should focus on. The condition is usually self-limiting, and there are head-motion exercises you can do that often hasten its resolution.” More notes on the laptop. “But just to be safe, I’d like to schedule you for an MRI at the hospital, to rule out anything else going on.” She paused. “Do you drink alcohol, or use any psychotropic drugs?”

      “No. I mean, I occasionally have a glass of wine with dinner, but I haven’t even done that in the last couple of weeks. And drugs? Never. I didn’t try drugs when I was a teenager. Too much of a socially awkward science nerd to have the opportunity.”

      Dr. Kalemba chuckled. “That’s not a bad thing. And I probably don’t need to tell you this, but avoid alcohol until we resolve whatever is going on here.”

      “Of course.” Mary swallowed hard, trying to figure out how to make the next thing she said not sound either ridiculous or downright alarming. “Doctor, does the condition you mentioned ever cause any… psychological symptoms?”

      A quick frown. “Psychological symptoms of what sort?”

      “I don’t know how to describe it. Errant thoughts. When I see people, or things, my imagination starts speculating about them. Wondering what will happen to them in the future.”

      “And you haven’t experienced this before?”

      Mary shook her head. “It started the same time as the dizziness.”

      Dr. Kalemba tapped a few more notes into the laptop. “I’ve never heard of benign positional vertigo causing any psychological symptoms. Anxiety, of course, given that the episodes of dizziness can be a little frightening, especially given how quickly they can come on. Can you tell me more about these thoughts?”

      She looked away, focusing on the pristine tiles of the examining room floor. When she relaxed her grip on her mind, she could see them broken, muddy, the equipment and supplies in the room scattered and trampled. People fighting, trying to stop thieves from getting in and raiding the medications storeroom…

      Mary clamped down again. Stop it. Just stop it.

      Speaking slowly, keeping her voice steady with difficulty, she said, “Everything I see makes my brain come up with a story about the future. It’s never a good future. All I can think of is death and destruction and horror.”

      A long pause, during which there was silence in the little room. “Do you…” Dr. Kalemba looked upward, thinking. “Would you characterize the thoughts as self-centered? That you’re anxious bad things will happen to you personally, or that others might be wishing you harm?”

      It figured that’d be the next question. The doctor suspected paranoid schizophrenia. “No. Not at all. In fact, it’s never about me.”

      “Do you feel like the thoughts are impelling you to harm anyone, or yourself?”

      Mary shook her head vehemently. “No. The bad things I see aren’t caused by me. In fact, they don’t involve me at all. They’re horrible, and fill me with dread, but it’s not for my own safety. You don’t need to worry that I’m going to kill anyone.” She tried to make it sound light, and failed completely, even in her own ears.

      “Do you have those sorts of thoughts when you look at me?”

      Okay, she hadn’t anticipated that. Her eyes flitted away, passing over the spotlessly clean, mud-streaked, intact, shattered walls of the examining room. “It’s everyone,” she said in a whisper.

      Then closed her eyes, hoping Dr. Kalemba wouldn’t ask her to elaborate.

      She didn’t. “That’s worrisome, especially given that what you call the ‘errant thoughts’ started at the same time as the dizziness. We should get you into an MRI as quickly as possible—I’ll see if the hospital can put a rush on your referral. The simultaneity of the physical and psychological symptoms is odd, to say the least.”

      “Could I be having a psychotic break?”

      If the bluntness of the question caught the doctor off guard, she showed no sign of it. Probably she’d been thinking the same thing.

      “I honestly have to tell you that I don’t know the answer to that. It’s not classical psychosis, I’ll say that much. But I am a G.P., not a psychiatrist, and I’m not qualified to make a definitive assessment. Hopefully the MRI will allow us to rule some things out, but unless it pinpoints a cause, the next step would be a psychiatric referral.” She paused. “I’ll order a blood and urine screen, just to make sure there’s nothing going on with your metabolism or blood chemistry. Sometimes conditions like hypoglycemia can cause psychological symptoms, although from what you describe, I think that’s unlikely. If it were hypoglycemia, it would come and go—worse when you’re hungry, better when you’ve just eaten. Same with dehydration. You haven’t noticed any fluctuation? Time of day, proximity to meals? Anything like that?”

      Mary shook her head.

      “Okay, so let’s wait till we see the results of the MRI and metabolic screen.” She typed a quick note on the laptop, then glanced up and smiled. It looked a little forced. “Do you think you’re safe to drive home? We could call you a cab.”

      “No. I’m okay. I drove here without any trouble. It just takes concentration. And I don’t have to drive far. I’ll be fine.”

      Dr. Kalemba nodded. “All right, then. I’ll have the nurse come back in for the blood draw and urine sample, and by then the secretary will hopefully have an appointment for you to get the MRI. Once the results for all those are in, we’ll talk again.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s no problem. But if your symptoms suddenly become more severe, or you do start having suicidal ideation—call 911 immediately and get yourself to the emergency room.”

      “I will.”

      Dr. Kalemba shut the laptop and left the examining room, and Mary stared at the closed door for several minutes afterward.

      How tragic that she was going to die defending the clinic. She was a nice woman and a good doctor.

      She deserved a better fate than that.

      No. Mary squeezed her eyes shut. It was an irrational anxiety thought. Maybe they’d find she had a brain tumor or something. But these things couldn’t be true.

      That would be scarier than a brain tumor—or the possibility that she might be going insane.
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      The earthquake jolted loose a pile of books that had been perched precariously on a bookshelf in Brandon Nguyen’s art studio and sent them tumbling to the floor.

      A couple of them hit Brandon on the way down, because despite it being three in the afternoon, he wasn’t painting, he was taking a nap on his sofa. Sitting up with a startled grunt, he flailed his arms to protect his head, but the temblor was over as quickly as it started, and no further projectiles came his way.

      He got up and stretched, cupping his hands behind his head and arching his back, yawned prodigiously, and made a quick tour of his house to see if there’d been any damage. He found one drinking glass lying tipped over in the kitchen sink, a long crack snaking its way up the side, but that and his nap seemed to be the only casualties.

      He considered going back to the sofa, but a pang of guilt struck him at how easily he accepted choosing sleep over work. His productivity had been languishing for some time now. He made a decent living as a portrait and landscape artist, working on commission, and was good enough that the business was steady. But true creativity? His MFA from the Rhode Island School of Design had excited him with its promise of a life of making new, startling, visionary art, but the reality had been a disappointing descent into doing the same pedestrian things over and over.

      With his grudging acceptance of his prime motivator being making enough money to survive, he found inspiration receding further and further into the distance. He occasionally pulled out some of the pieces he’d done while in graduate school and immediately after graduation, and they had a vibrancy he hadn’t been able to access since. Wild scenes of fantastical worlds, visions of scenarios somewhere between brilliance and fever dream. When he looked at them, it was with a real sense of grief over loss. Creating something like those pieces again seemed an impossibility, almost as if they’d been painted by someone else, someone whose genius he could only dimly grasp.

      He glanced at the clock. Three-thirty. Was it too early for a drink? He felt like he needed one. If he couldn’t bring back the inspiration, he could at least numb the regret.

      He trudged into the kitchen, but as he opened the door of his fridge to get a bottle of beer, he froze in place, his mouth hanging open.

      Images poured into his mind. It felt like he was not producing them but receiving them, that he’d been turned into an antenna. The colors were vivid, intense, almost electric. He shuddered, let the fridge door go, and it silently swung shut.

      Whirling pictures cascaded into him, more real than his run-down kitchen with its stack of dirty dishes on the counter, more real than the fir trees in the back yard, more real than the traffic noise and the block of sunlight and the brush of the spring breeze coming in through his open window. He stood, completely swept away, for nearly ten minutes.

      Then he returned to his studio, and picked up a sketch book.

      Two hours later he had made some preliminary sketches, and he stood, wincing at the ache in his back and neck from hunching over in the same position the entire time he was drawing. But he wasn’t done, not close. He went to his cabinet and pulled out the largest blank canvas he had. He’d been saving it for years—it was too large for the portraits and bland doctors’-office landscapes he created every day—and now it seemed to him he’d saved it for that moment, for that purpose.

      He transferred the sketches to the canvas, then got out his oil paints and brushes.

      The next time Brandon checked the clock, it was two in the morning.

      He stepped back and looked at the painting. It still needed work, it was rough in places, but it conformed perfectly to the vision he’d had in his kitchen, as if his mind or whatever had powered it had connected directly to his paintbrushes. He knew at that moment it was the best thing, by far, that he’d ever done, maybe the best thing he ever would do.

      It showed an apocalyptic landscape in crimson and orange and gray. The world was burning. In the near ground, huge blocks of what looked like cement were broken and tilted upward, the dark cracks between them like tears in the fabric of reality. One figure dominated the center of the painting—a tall, well-built blond man, clad in torn and dirty clothing. He was standing front-forward, his arms out to his side, palms opening toward the viewer to indicate the destruction around him, as if saying, Look at this. Look at what you’ve done. His face was turned away to the right, eyes partially closed, his expression radiating shame and accusation.

      There was nothing particularly unusual about the man’s appearance. Despite this, he was rendered with such photographic realism against the surreality of the background that his body looked solid, like it had actual weight. He was the fulcrum of the entire image, and the position of everything in the world should be calculated relative to where he was. No matter where he stood, he would be perfectly upright—it was the surrounding world that was skewed.

      Behind him, shadowed and indistinct, were what looked like dozens of other people. Children, mostly, with a few adults. The blond man’s outstretched arms were not only a palm-upward gesture of despair, they said clearly, These are under my protection. You will not get past me to harm them, not one of them.

      Blinking in the fluorescent light of the studio, Brandon peered closely at the face of the blond man, and—as far as he could see them—the faces of the people behind him, the people he was guarding.

      To his knowledge, he had never seen any of them in his entire life.

      He scanned the painting again, his exhausted mind trying to determine where the images had come from. Even though his early work had focused on imaginary landscapes, bizarre and sometimes disturbing visions of other worlds, other dimensions, heaven and hell, he was usually able to identify his inspiration for them.

      Here, he didn’t have the slightest idea. Once it was transferred to canvas, the blond man standing in the destroyed landscape seemed as unfamiliar as if it had been painted by someone else. He studied it in complete bafflement, trying to figure out how he could have created something so deeply profound and still know nothing about what it meant.

      But at the moment he was too tired to ponder it. He did a cursory cleanup of his brushes and palette, then stumbled into his bedroom. He was barely aware of climbing into bed, and was sound asleep in under a minute.
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        * * *

      

      When Brandon awakened, it was obviously mid-morning from the angle of the light coming through his open window. He hadn’t even pulled the curtains before undressing, and the light from his nightstand lamp was still on. Oh, well, if the neighbors had seen him naked, there was nothing he could do about it now. Hopefully they had enjoyed the view.

      He dragged himself out from under the blanket and padded into the bathroom. His brain still felt like it was sunk in a cloying fog. He turned the shower on, adjusted it so it was as hot as he could stand, and climbed in.

      As he stood under the scalding spray, he thought about the painting.

      Or had he dreamed doing it? His memories of the previous evening were themselves as surreal as the landscape he’d created. Everything after the earthquake was suspect, and for a brief moment, he wondered if the books that had fallen on him had caused a concussion that might account for the experiences of the last eighteen hours. But he ran his fingers through his long black hair, tentatively brushing his scalp, and didn’t detect any sore spots or bruises.

      Shower completed, he dried himself off and dressed, but was still groggy and disoriented. Coffee and food, that’s what he needed. But first, he had to verify that his memories were accurate. If the painting wasn’t there, he’d been hallucinating and needed to see a doctor. If it was… well, that wasn’t a whole lot more reassuring, but at least it meant some part of his mental faculties was still intact.

      He went into his studio, and there it was on its easel, exactly as he recalled. A vision of burning chaos transferred to canvas, and the commanding, solid presence of the central figure, with his gesture of anger, protection, accusation, despair.

      Where the hell had that image come from? He was no closer to understanding it than he had been the previous evening. He shook his head to clear away the confusion, then retreated to the kitchen.

      Coffee and a light breakfast helped with some of the loopy lightheadedness, but as his mind cleared, he realized that the strange power that had taken over his brain wasn’t done yet. He needed to give the finishing touches to the painting he started, but there were other images coming in, all jostling and competing for his attention.

      A tall African American woman, elderly but ramrod straight, hands cupped in front of her, light spilling from them like some sort of liquid sunshine. Above her, the sky sagged, and making her appear a latter-day Atlas, bearing the weight of heaven’s vault on her narrow shoulders.

      A flood swirling around the foundation of buildings, the muddy water dragging along cars, trees, debris… and corpses.

      People in a rugged, mountainous landscape watching a rocket taking off. One of the nearest figures was obviously weeping, leaning into the person next to him as though he couldn’t bear to watch the craft’s ascent.

      A woman standing on the end of a collapsed bridge, its broken edge jutting out before her. She was middle-aged, with straight, light brown hair being blown on a stiff wind, and looked off into the distance with a transfigured expression, as if she’d just witnessed a miracle of divine grace. The cracks in the pavement twisted all around her—the piece she stood on looked ready to crumble beneath her feet—but she appeared unaware of her danger, or else didn’t much care.

      Nighttime, a group of five people surrounding a campfire. It looked like the familiar scene of a friendly campout—but indistinct in the shadows behind them was a tangle of razor wire, and behind that, faces that were desperate, feral, barely human.

      What appeared to be a scientific facility. Scattered on the spotless tile floor were dozens of fallen people wearing space suits. The nearest was angled so Brandon could see through the visor, and behind it was the grinning, fleshless visage of a skeleton.

      These were only the first of many, and he knew if he let his brain wander, they would overwhelm it. He still retained enough rationality to realize he had to be methodical, that he could only paint one thing at a time. But simultaneously he also knew that even if he set some of them aside, the images wouldn’t be lost. They were real, more real to him than his own house and his own world.

      Take it slowly and do it right. However long he took, the visions would be there waiting for him when he was ready.

      Fortunately. Because what he had already seen could take years to create. Even so, there could be no delay. There was work to do, important work, although what its importance was, he had no idea.

      He set down his coffee cup, stood, and returned to his studio.
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        * * *

      

      Five days later, Brandon was having a drink at a nearby pub with his on-again, off-again girlfriend Caria Sahin. Lately it had been more off-again. Caria had seemed to pick up on his loss of enthusiasm and drive, and their dates had become more and more infrequent. It had occurred to him to try harder, or at least talk to her about his slide into depression, but the time was never right, and honestly he didn’t have the energy to broach the topic. There was nothing she could do about it, and in any case, he could deal with it, could handle being alone. Caria was probably better off not hanging around him when he was in this frame of mind anyhow. Some dimly-recognized part of him knew this was itself a manifestation of the depression, and that even six months ago just the promise of regular sex would have been enough to impel him to try to salvage the relationship. Their connection had never been deep, but until recently he considered it at least worth pursuing.

      Lately, nothing had seemed worth pursuing.

      But tonight, things had done a complete about-face. He was desperate to talk to her, to be near her, and sweet Jesus he was horny. The visions had plugged him in to some unguessed energy source that was filling his entire body with fire.

      He had only a momentary hesitation after her question, “What’s new in your life?” It was a risk telling Caria—telling anyone—about something that was so powerful, so deeply intimate, as his experiences over the last week. But at the same time, he was compelled to tell her. He couldn’t keep to himself the biggest thing that had ever happened to him. To keep silent was to invite some kind of mental self-destruct, an emotional implosion. Not only was she the only person in his life who might understand, she was the only one with whom he wanted this kind of connection.

      So he launched into a description of his work over the last five days. Once started, the words poured from him in a flood.

      Afterward, his mind emptied and sated for the time being, he brushed the back of her hand with his fingertips, and an electric charge zinged its way up his arm that was so powerful he was surprised he didn’t see actual sparks. The fire was still there, ready to be rekindled at any moment.

      “Sorry. I got carried away.”

      “Don’t apologize.” Caria looked at him over the top of her wine glass, an amused smile playing about her lips. “But what’s gotten into you? I haven't seen you this way in months. I like it.”

      “I haven’t felt this way in months. And I like it, too.”

      “What caused the change?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “But you said you’re painting again. I mean, really painting, not just doing portraits for rich old ladies. Doing pieces you actually care about.”

      Brandon nodded and took a sip of his beer. “Yes. It’s incredible. I don’t know why, but all of a sudden, I’ve reconnected to my creativity.” He paused. “That’s not exactly right, though. It kind of doesn’t feel like me. Like I’ve been linked to someone else, or something else, that is electrifying my brain, dumping these images into it. It’s overwhelming. Overwhelming in a good way.”

      “Wherever it’s coming from, I’m so glad this happened. I’ve been worried about you. You just seemed so low, and I didn’t know what to do.”

      “Neither did I. But I guess it fixed itself. I don’t know how, but it feels good.”

      “How much are you painting?”

      “Twelve hours a day. More. Breaks for food and bathroom, that’s about it.”

      Caria’s eyes widened. “Twelve hours?”

      “More, some days.”

      “I work eight hours sitting on my ass doing a stupid desk job and I’m exhausted. How are you not asleep on your feet?”

      “I don’t know. But the last thing I feel is tired. Some nights I can’t sleep, and I get up and work in the middle of the night. All I want to do is paint.”

      “Wow. When do I get to see these amazing new pieces?”

      “Tonight, if you want. When you’re done with your drink we can go back to my house. I’ll show you what I’ve done.” Brandon grinned at her and lowered his voice. “Plus, after that I want to make love to you. Maybe several times.”

      “I’d never turn that down.” She returned his smile, and stroked the back of his arm with her fingertip. “I could tell the moment I saw you tonight. You haven’t looked at me like that in a long while. It turns me on to know you do want me.”

      “Want you?” He laughed. “If I wanted you any more, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from taking you right here on the floor.”

      “Well, I think we need to go to your house, then. I like daring sex, but that’s a little over the line even for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, they were cuddling in Brandon’s bed, Caria’s head resting on his shoulder.

      “Who is that guy in the painting? The big painting, with all the fire?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “So you made him up? He looks so real.”

      “He is real.”

      There was a long pause. “What do you mean?”

      Brandon didn’t answer for a moment. Finally he said, “I know he’s real even if I’ve never seen him before and don’t know who he is.”

      “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “I know. Believe me, I know. But all the people I’ve painted—the blond man, the woman on the bridge, the sniper—they’re all real people. I’m seeing real people, real events. They’re all out there somewhere.”

      Now her voice sounded even more tentative, like she was trying to put a rational spin on something fundamentally irrational. Understandable, since that was how Brandon himself felt. “So these are depictions of, like, historical events? Things you’ve read about, places where there’s been war or whatever?”

      Another pause, and when Brandon spoke, his voice was quiet. He felt a sudden reluctance to say what he was thinking. What he’d already told her was pretty out there, but this honestly sounded insane. “No, I mean real events. Just ones… ones that haven’t happened yet.”
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      Julia Lowell’s lips moved as she read, but honestly, she could have recited this bit by heart. Her eyes hardly registered the words before her mouth formed them.

      “From Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, and the first begotten of the dead, and the prince of the kings of the earth. Unto him that loved us, and washed us from our sins in his own blood, and hath made us kings and priests unto God and his Father; to him be glory and dominion for ever and ever. Amen. Behold, he cometh with clouds; and every eye shall see him, and they also which pierced him: and all kindreds of the earth shall wail because of him. Even so, amen.”

      Julia looked up from her well-worn Bible with a grim expression. She had been expecting the End Times for years. Even back into her dimly-remembered childhood during the turbulent 1960s, she had a fascination for the Book of Revelation, and had been waiting for it all to start, for the King of Kings to arrive with a flaming sword to defend the righteous and slay the unrighteous, to bring justice to this sad, ailing world.

      Every time there was a major upheaval somewhere—which was frequently—she thought, This is it. But it never was. Things resolved, tensions lowered, violence returned to a low simmer, and none of the signs that were promised came. The Antichrist, the Beast With Seven Heads and Ten Crowns, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, the Scarlet Whore of Babylon. Each time her hopes had been raised that perhaps the evils and iniquities of the world were about to end. Each time they were denied, she recited the verse from the Book of Matthew.

      “But of that day and hour knoweth no man, no, not the angels of heaven, but my Father only.”

      Despite her years of study, Julia told herself, she was just one weak and foolish and ignorant woman. She should never presume to know the Will of God, or even show a hint of disappointment in the way things were. That would be to doubt God knew best and was seeing to it that everything spun out in accordance to His infinite knowledge.

      So she returned to her Bible and prayed for patience.

      But now? Now it seemed all but certain.

      The signs were there in the news. The group calling itself the Lackland Liberation Authority was issuing threats on a daily basis to strike hard at the foundation of the nations of the world, to bring them all down in fire and flame. Put the leaders to the sword, leaving nothing but rivers of blood in their wake. The media tried to be upbeat, that the LLA was negotiating with heads of state to achieve redress for their claims of injury, but Julia could read between the lines enough to recognize that this was just a delaying tactic. The LLA leaders were trying to put the secular powers at ease while they laid their plans, make them drowse under layers of falsehood while the fuses were lit that would destroy everything.

      They didn’t want redress. They wanted revenge. That was clear to anyone who, like Julia, had been raised in poverty, who had been the targets of racism, who understood on a visceral level the deep, deep anger generated by years of facing deprivation and prejudice while watching wealthy white men thrive in their privilege. The LLA had started ten years earlier as a loose, disorganized conglomerate of people who had been dispossessed by the land buy-ups of multinational corporations—thus the “Lackland” part of their name—but in that decade the coalition had gradually tightened, coming under control of very smart people who were also entirely ruthless.

      In the last year, the movement had picked up momentum, uniting the angry and resentful regardless where their anger and resentment originated. Some of the LLA members were the poor and desperate, some were excluded and downtrodden minorities trying to escape bigotry, some were political extremists, some were idealists who hated the way capitalism had led to global injustice, some were people who approved of agitating for its own sake. Some were simply criminals who enjoyed rioting and—usually—getting away with it.

      The tipping point came when ordinary people began to be caught up in the violence, losing property or jobs or loved ones to the mob. As long as it was just a news story about something happening elsewhere, the average working man and woman could afford to ignore it. When it hit the neighborhoods of the comfortable middle class, anger boiled over, which was undoubtedly what the LLA intended. The government leaders were blamed for the unrest, and became targets for assassination. Sometimes the assassins succeeded. A few of the politicians, like Erik Kimmell, the EU’s wily and cautious economic advisor, escaped. In Kimmell’s case no one knew where he’d gone for certain, but there were rumors that he’d been on the last space shuttle launch, headed for Tycho Base on the Moon, taking with him only a few personal belongings and his robotic Self-Contained Occupational and Medical Assistant, or SCOMA.

      The assumption was that he wasn’t going to be back for a while.

      Might be safe there, at least for a while. But the anger that drove the revolts still bubbled underneath the surface, even in areas that had been “pacified,” which was the corporate code-word for crushing dissent via indiscriminate violence up to and including public execution of the leaders.

      Julia Lowell watched all this with a grim acknowledgement of its inevitability. She felt aching pity for the innocent victims of the violence, and even for the not-so-innocent. She said prayers every evening for them. Her fervor and devotion had always been tempered by a deep core of compassion, and more than once in the last six months she’d been brought to tears watching the news. But truthfully, it was all happening exactly as the prophets had foretold. Humanity had been warned, and it shouldn’t have come as a surprise that it was all falling apart. Everything she had witnessed during her seventy years on the Earth was only a prelude. This was it, she was sure of it. No longer was the violence confined to specific locales. The LLA was global, and they were set up to bring down not just one government, but all of them.

      “Lo, there was a great earthquake; and the sun became black as sackcloth of hair, and the moon became as blood; and the stars of heaven fell unto the earth…and every mountain and island were moved out of their places. And the kings of the earth, and the great men, and the rich men, and the chief captains, and the mighty men, and every bondman, and every free man, hid themselves in the dens and in the rocks of the mountains; and said to the mountains and rocks, ‘Fall on us, and hide us from the face of him that sitteth on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb: For the great day of his wrath is come; and who shall be able to stand?’”

      How could anyone read this and have any doubt? It had already been as clear as glass, even before the day of the earthquake.

      The day Julia began hearing the Voice of God. The day she realized that she was not an ordinary seventy-year-old woman, a retired nurse, widowed and childless and living alone in an old duplex in the Capitol Hill neighborhood of Seattle.

      She was a prophet, the last in the line of Isaiah and Jeremiah and Ezekiel, tasked with bringing the command for repentance and preparation to the people, before it was too late.

      She called Reverend Talcott that evening, and he was less than enthusiastic about her claim, even though she explained it at some length and in unequivocal terms.

      After she told him about the messages she’d received, he didn’t answer for some time, and when he did, it was slowly, with a tense deliberateness filled with a mix of caution and confusion. “Now, what happened again, Mrs. Lowell? You said after the earthquake this afternoon, you began hearing voices?”

      “Not voices, Reverend. A Voice. The Voice. The Voice of God.”

      “What…” He seemed to be searching for the right words. “Are you certain what you’re hearing is God’s voice?”

      “What else could it be?” Julia scowled. “You’re not trying to tell me what I’m hearing is Satan?”

      “N-no, no, of course not. But you see those aren’t the only two options. You didn’t… you didn’t fall during the quake, or something?”

      “Reverend, with all due respect, I spent almost forty years as a nurse. I’m not stupid enough that I wouldn’t realize it if I’d hit my head or something and was hearing things because my brain was addled.”

      “I didn’t mean that, of course.”

      “I’ve been a staunch and upright Christian woman my whole life, and I know the difference between God’s Voice, the voice of the Evil One, and the voice of my own self. I have no doubt.”

      “What did the voice tell you?” Reverend Talcott sounded reluctant to ask the question, but it was really the only pertinent thing to ask.

      “It said that the prophecies were being fulfilled, that the dark times were upon us. That fire and flood and the sword were coming, coming soon, and the righteous needed to prepare to fight the forces of evil.”

      “Soon? How soon?”

      She responded by quoting her favorite line from the Book of Matthew about how no man knoweth the day and hour.

      “Well, of course, I understand that. But I thought if you were receiving a divine message, perhaps you might have more information.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      Long pause. “Beg pardon?”

      “I am nothing special. I dedicated my life to God, as everyone should, but other than that I’m just an ordinary woman. You were called to the ministry. It seems like if anyone should have knowledge of the imminence of the End Times, it would be you.”

      “God chooses whom he will to speak to.” Reverend Talcott’s voice was a little defensive. “All I can say is that if He speaks to me, I’m ready to listen.”

      “‘He that hath an ear, let him listen to what the spirit saith.’ It says that right in the Book of Revelation.”

      “Exactly.”

      There was silence on the phone for almost a minute. Finally it was the Reverend who broke it.

      “I don’t understand, Mrs. Lowell, what you are asking me to do.”

      “I wanted you to know. You’re the leader of the church I belong to. Since I was the recipient of words of prophecy, you needed to hear it so you could warn the rest of the congregation and stop them from being taken unawares. So they could prepare for what is to come.”

      “And all of this, you think, has to do with the LLA.”

      “What else could it be? It’s the main threat facing the world today.”

      “I think perhaps you’re overestimating their reach. Maybe if we lived in Germany, where there have been so many riots, I would agree with you. But here?”

      Julia snorted in frustration. It was becoming increasingly clear. It wasn’t that Reverend Talcott didn’t understand what she was saying. He didn’t want to understand. “When God speaks, our place is not to doubt. Our place is to listen and obey.”

      “If you’re certain it is God speaking.”

      “I am certain.”

      Another long pause. “Well, Mrs. Lowell, let me think and pray about this. I don’t want you to think I’m discounting what you’re saying.”

      That was exactly what he was doing, but Julia decided not to say that. “That’s fine, Reverend. But don’t think and pray too long. There comes a point where thinking and praying must end. A point where you must act.”

      “I know that.” He drew a long breath that probably was a sigh of annoyance. “But it’s the best I can do for now. I will be back in touch with you when I’ve had a chance to consider what you’ve told me.”

      “All right. Good night, Reverend Talcott.”

      “Good night, Mrs. Lowell.”

      When the call ended, Julia did some annoyed sighing of her own. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected him to do, but it certainly wasn’t to dance around and pretend nothing had happened. She recalled the verse from the Acts of the Apostles, “Behold, ye scoffers, and wonder, and perish: for I work a work in your days, a work in which ye shall no wise believe, though a man declare it unto you.”

      She never would have thought the leader of her own chosen church would have been one of the scoffers, who would reject a message from God even if it was right before his eyes. What a shame. But she couldn’t help that. She’d tried to reach him, tried to convince him, and would certainly try again. Despite her compassion for others, Julia Lowell could only be responsible for Julia Lowell’s own salvation, and each man and woman was free to follow God’s word or reject it.

      After all, Reverend Talcott and everyone else—believer and nonbeliever, the ones who accepted the prophecies and the ones who scoffed at them—would find out the truth all too soon.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Julia was fixing some coffee, keeping one eye on the news on her television while she did so. There were no further signs of the chaos that was to come. When the collapse came, it would be sudden—she knew that much—but it was good to find out what she could from secular sources during times when God wasn’t speaking to her directly.

      Once the coffee maker chimed to signal it had done its job, she poured a cup and sat at the dinner table sipping it and considering the dream she’d had the previous night.

      In it, she stood in the street, calling to people in a voice louder than she’d known she could produce. They came, pouring out of apartment buildings and houses and condos, jostling toward her in a surging mass of humanity. The faces were taut with emotion, and two predominated—fear and exaltation. They looked like they had been in desperate terror for their safety, but had suddenly found the person who would save not only their lives, but their eternal souls.

      “You must follow me!” Julia thundered. “This place has become the very mouth of hell. If you stay here, if you cling to your homes and your belongings, you will lose everything. If you abandon what you have and follow me, you will find new life in a new place.”

      There were cheers and whistles and upraised fists.

      “The powers of darkness are at our heels. There is no time for wavering, no time for hesitation. Take only what is on your back, and carry only enough food and water for the first day. Trust in the Lord. The Lord shall provide for his faithful.”

      More shouts of approval.

      At this point, the scenario dissolved, but she got vignettes of others, disconnected bits that flashed before her like glimpses through the windows of a moving train, there and gone almost too quickly to interpret. Huddled crowds of people cringing under a howling wind and slashing rain. A woman standing on the end of a collapsed bridge, the roadway beneath her feet crumbling out from under her, but smiling in triumph despite the imminence of her own death. Then Julia herself was standing on the top of a grassy hill, but she turned and looked behind her to see the entire city sinking beneath a raging flood. Next she stood atop another hillside, this one looking down into a tree-lined and sheltered valley, her arm pointing out the way to a ragged, dirty group of people whose gaunt faces were lit up with hope at a promise fulfilled.

      She woke from the dream disturbed, and not just by its story of devastation and displacement.

      Her role in all this, from start to finish, was the very embodiment of the sin of pride.

      She thought, with some shame, of the verse from the Book of Proverbs: “Pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall; better it is to be of a humble spirit with the lowly, than to divide the spoil with the proud.” And there she was, acting like some amalgam of Moses leading his people out of Egypt and Lord Jesus himself telling the apostles to leave behind everything they had and follow him.

      Even her deportment with Reverend Talcott the previous evening now seemed to her haughty and self-aggrandizing. He’d doubted her, and why not? Who was she to claim she knew better than him?

      Better than anyone?

      But the thought came to her—what if she had been chosen to lead people to safety? If she was doing what the Lord demanded, it wasn’t pride, it was obedience. Moses had been a humble orphan before being called by God to save the Israelites from Pharaoh. The apostle Matthew had been a tax collector, Peter and Andrew fishermen, Paul an actual dedicated enemy of the church. All of them, the disciples and prophets and holy ones, had started somewhere before they found their life’s work.

      She looked down at her brown, work-hardened hands, laced together in her lap.

      “Lord,” she said in a small voice, “how can I know if this is my true calling, a command coming from You, or if it is my own prideful spirit? I don’t trust myself, not at all. All I want to do is rely on You. Give me a word, a single word, so that I can know Your will, so that I can cast aside my own, and I will never doubt again.”

      There was nothing but silence in the tidy, spotless kitchen.

      “I know the visions You have sent me are real, Lord. I don’t doubt those. What I doubt is myself. I am weak and foolish and vain, and I fear to have my own desires cloud my mind. All my life I have waited for the opportunity to serve You fully, to put my own body and mind at Your will regardless of the risk, to do whatever it took to reestablish Your kingdom on Earth. But now that the trial is laid out before me, I fear to fall short, to take too much credit myself, to set myself up as a prophet not to speak Your word but to garner the praise and adulation of others. Make me a channel, Lord, an instrument, not a leader, so that the people who follow me will know the command comes from You and not from my own pride. Let me debase myself, else I will be tripped up by my own arrogance and fall lower still, to a depth from which I will not be able to rise.”

      She stopped, looking around her, looking for some sort of sign. Not even an answer, necessarily, but at least a sign her prayer had been heard.

      Nothing.

      She sat listening for almost an hour, as the remains of her coffee got cold, terrified to move lest she miss what she was listening for.

      After a while, she began to cry, in despair for her weakness, doubt, and foolish vanity—and also because she felt completely inadequate to walk the road that was laid before her.
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      Corine Abraham gave her son a despairing look. “Dr. Lansing, do you think this is just another manifestation of his… his condition?”

      Perry Abraham had seen that look a lot of times in his five years, but this time it felt different. This time it seemed like she was giving up.

      Dr. Lansing did what he always did. When he wasn’t actually talking to Perry, he talked about him as if he weren’t there.

      “It’s hard to say.” He smoothed back his thinning gray hair with one hand. “Being on the neurodivergent spectrum is so variable. Thus the word spectrum. There’s so much we don’t know about it.”

      “I thought… I thought we were managing things fairly well. We enrolled him in kindergarten at Cabell Street School this year, and he really seemed to be thriving academically…”

      “His brainpower was never in question,” Dr. Lansing interjected.

      “Well, I know that. But if you’re achieving in school, it means you’ve adjusted to it, doesn’t it?”

      “There’s more to emotional adjustment than intellectual success.”

      Corine didn’t respond, but her mouth tightened. That was another expression Perry had learned. When his mother’s lips disappeared, it meant she was angry. He had no idea why what the doctor said made her angry, but there was no doubt about it.

      Dr. Lansing turned toward Perry as if he had suddenly popped into existence. Sort of like the Genie in Aladdin. “Perry, how do you feel about school?”

      He shrugged. “I like it.”

      “Do you think the other children like you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you have any friends?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Have you talked to any of your classmates or your teacher about the messages?”

      Perry immediately broke eye contact and looked away. “No.”

      “So right now, your parents and I are the only ones you’ve told.”

      “I also told my sister. She didn’t believe me.” Perry glanced toward the doctor, met his eyes for a fraction of a second, then looked away again. “You don’t, either.”

      “I believe you, Perry. I believe that you think you’re getting messages.”

      “That’s the same thing as not believing me.”

      Dr. Lansing didn’t answer for a moment. “Do you think the messages are coming from another person?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Does it sound like someone’s voice? Someone you know?”

      Perry shook his head and kicked his legs against the chair once, twice, and then sat still again. “It’s not like that.”

      “What is it like?”

      “I already told you.”

      A small sigh escaped the doctor’s lips. Perry had learned this also was a sign of irritation, even if it didn’t show in his tone of voice.

      “Why don’t you tell me again?”

      Another shrug. “It’s like a robot’s voice. There’s no air in it. It’s just dry words. Empty words.”

      “Empty, like they don’t mean anything?”

      “No. They mean a lot. They mean too much. Empty like…” Perry frowned, still not meeting the doctor’s eyes. Meeting the doctor’s eyes made it harder to think. “Empty like a paper bag. Like it’s a paper bag talking.”

      The frustration rose in him. He didn’t have the words to say what he meant, and whenever that happened, people either decided they knew what he meant anyhow and invented things of their own to fill in the gaps, or else figured he was just making up childish stuff and stopped listening.

      It was why he was so desperate to learn to read. The more words he knew, the more he could get people to understand.

      “No emotion.” The doctor seemed at least to be trying to help him turn his thoughts into spoken words.

      “Yes. Even when it says bad things, it’s just… just empty.”

      Dr. Lansing nodded. “Can you tell me some of the things it’s said?”

      Perry’s mother had told him when things were getting dangerous, you were walking on thin ice. He knew immediately this question was thin ice.

      “It says that this is the way to know stuff now. When the internet’s gone, this will be the only way, so we have to learn how to use it.”

      “Why do you think the internet will be gone?”

      He looked up, flashing an angry glare at the doctor. Then his face relaxed again, and he said in an even tone, “I don’t think so. I don’t think anything about it. That’s just what it says.”

      “So you don’t know whether anything it says is true or not?”

      “Sometimes I do. Not usually.”

      “Do you want to tell me about other things it has said to you?”

      Another shake of the head. No, if the earlier question had been thin ice, this was breaking through the ice completely. This was drowning in cold water.

      Dr. Lansing waited for a moment, then turned back to Mrs. Abraham. Once again, Perry ceased being a person in the room and went back to being invisible.

      “It’s troubling, I must admit. He doesn't seem delusional in any other respect. The psychological screen showed no changes from his previous one, with this one exception. I’ve never seen a case quite like it. But I think as the messages he says he’s getting don’t seem to be inciting him to do anything, we can afford to watch and wait.”

      “But is it psychosis?” Mrs. Abraham clenched the hem of her dress. Her knuckles were white.

      Perry stared, fascinated. What could that mean?

      He also didn’t know the word psychosis. Maybe someone would explain, and that’d be one more word he had available to him.

      “It would be extremely rare for true psychosis to occur in a six-year-old. It’s much more likely that what you’re seeing is his version of the Invisible Friend—a voice telling him things, but not really impelling him to act. In many children, the Invisible Friend is a coping mechanism that intensifies under stress and weakens when the stressor is gone, and almost always goes away completely by age seven or eight. I understand your concern given his diagnosis, but my recommendation is simple observation.” He raised one white eyebrow. “And, Mrs. Abraham, I also recommend that you find a way to deal with your own anxiety. Perry is neurodivergent, but that doesn’t mean he can’t grow up to be a healthy, happy, well-adjusted adult. I can’t help but think that your own anxiety over him might be… contributing to the intensification of his condition.”

      Perry glanced at his mother. Her lips had disappeared again.

      “I don’t see how motherly concern would contribute to Perry’s condition.” Her voice was tight, the annoyance rolling off her in waves so strong Perry could feel it even though it wasn’t directed at him. “I’m merely trying to do the best I can for my son.”

      Clearly Dr. Lansing wasn’t interested in fighting this battle. He gave her a conciliatory smile. “I understand, and I wasn’t trying to assign blame. I’m simply worried about you, Mrs. Abraham. It would help you both if you were to relax, and believe me when I say that there’s nothing dire wrong with your son. Simply talk to him, and if he tells you about other messages, jot them down so we can discuss them. Apart from that, there’s no real cause for concern unless things change drastically. At which point you can make another appointment, and we’ll deal with that when and if it happens.”

      Corine Abraham nodded, a sharp, jerky movement. After a few more formalities, during which neither of them looked at Perry, she took his hand and led him out of the doctor’s office.

      “Dr. Lansing is a nice man,” Corine said as she opened the passenger side door to let Perry in.

      Why did she do this? She always acted like she had to break the silence. He’d noticed most people were like that. Silence was a space they had to fill with idle chatter, with music, with anything. Any time there was a lull in the continuous background noise, something had to be put in its place. To Perry, silence was nice—it meant at least a short respite from trying to figure out the people around him, people whose actions were complex and erratic and unpredictable. He would have been perfectly happy to sit in complete quiet on the ride home, but he knew from experience his mother would never let that happen.

      After getting into the driver’s side and settling herself behind the steering wheel, she said, “I hope that what he said didn’t upset you.”

      Perry shook his head. “No, it didn’t.”

      “I don’t want you to worry. This appointment was just about making sure there wasn’t anything wrong, anything we could work on. Dr. Lansing and your dad and I will make sure that everything goes smoothly. Nothing bad will happen, so you don’t need to worry.”

      Perry turned to look at her. She was facing forward, driving the car slowly out of the parking lot, and if she knew he was staring at her, she gave no sign.

      Nothing bad will happen, so you don’t need to worry.

      Was this a lie, or just a mistake? It certainly wasn’t true. But it was impossible to tell if his mother had said it knowing it was untrue, or if she honestly believed it. He’d learned the difference between a lie and a mistake in school earlier that year, and it was always his first thought when he heard someone say something untrue.

      But it wasn’t always easy to discern the difference.

      Nothing bad will happen. That was about as far from the truth as you could get. That was one of the first messages he’d gotten—that everything around him was going to be gone soon. His parents, his sister, his house, the familiar neighborhood. Even people he knew like Dr. Lansing.

      All gone.

      He slowly swiveled his head to face forward again. Should he tell his mother that? So far, he’d only told her about messages that weren’t horrible. That when their family cat escaped through an unsecured back door and was gone for hours, she’d be back by bedtime. That his father was coming home from work early. That his sister was coming down with a cold.

      When each time the message was accurate, he expected them to question how he’d known. The cat and his father’s early arrival they attributed to wishful thinking. They assumed he’d figured out his sister’s cold because he’d heard her cough or sneeze or something.

      He didn’t correct this impression. It would have raised too many questions he couldn’t answer. Each time he’d known, known for sure, because of the messages. Wishing was just another way of lying—trying to make something true because you want it. Even his sister had supported him when he said she hadn’t shown any cold symptoms beforehand, but they hadn’t believed her, either.

      Given their reactions to simple, innocuous messages like those, he certainly wasn’t going to tell them about the others.

      Especially not the ones about the entire city being destroyed.
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        * * *

      

      When they got home, Corine fixed Perry some lunch, then left him to talk to their new robot, Joe.

      Joe was the very latest in educational technology. The first models had been released in early 2034, and they were still prohibitively expensive for almost everyone. Corine and her husband Dan were both top-flight lawyers, and they could afford it, even if Joe had cost as much as a new car would have. Joe was a SCEPA—the Education and Personal Assistant version of the SCOMA—and Perry took to him right away. His interactions with Joe were a lot easier than those with his classmates or teachers.

      Joe never had an unexpected reaction. Ever. Perry could tell him he didn’t want to play word games any more, and Joe would just say, “Okay, if there is anything else you would like to do, please tell me.”

      Then he’d sit there waiting, as if completely content.

      People, on the other hand? They were full of sudden moods and weird reactions and unexpected responses. When Perry said something, he honestly had no idea how someone would reply. Even when it was a purely factual question—“what kind of bird is that?” or “who were you talking to on the phone?”—it seemed like half the time he’d get a simple, direct answer, and the other half something dismissive or angry, or worst of all, a question like, “Why do you want to know?”

      He never knew how to predict which kind of response he would get. It was always sheer guesswork, and it was exhausting.

      Joe, though? Factual questions got factual answers. Requests to play a game or hear a story or help with schoolwork were never denied.

      Perry often wished his world was populated with Joes.

      Now, sitting at the table across from Joe, munching on a sandwich and swinging his legs, Perry said, “Joe, can I ask you a question?”

      The robot looked up, and the faint light behind his eyes switched on. “Of course you can, Perry.”

      “Is there a word that means, when you know something is going to happen before it happens?”

      “There are several, but they do not all mean exactly the same thing. There is foresight, which is using one’s knowledge to predict what will happen in the future. There is anticipation, which is looking forward to a future event one believes will happen. There is precognition, which is foreknowledge of an event without any direct information as evidence of it…”

      “That’s it. Precognition.” Perry took another bite of his sandwich. “Is precognition real?”

      “As of my last update, there has been no definitive evidence that precognition exists. Most scientists are of the opinion that it is impossible.”

      “What is psychosis?” That was another thing Perry liked about Joe. He wasn’t bothered by abrupt changes of topic.

      “Psychosis is a severe mental disorder in which the thoughts and emotions are so disrupted that the person loses touch with external reality.”

      “They can’t tell what’s real and what’s not anymore?”

      “That is correct.”

      “So how would a person with psychosis know they had it?”

      “Many times, they do not. The psychotic thoughts seem as valid as the normal thoughts do, therefore it becomes impossible to tell them apart. However, psychosis often comes with extreme anxiety and emotional disruption. So even though a psychotic person might not recognize that they were suffering from psychosis, they would still know that something was terribly wrong.”

      “Do you think I have psychosis?”

      No hesitation. “You show no signs of it I have observed.”

      Perry frowned. He’d often had the sense that what he saw and what everyone else saw weren’t the same. Stuff that seemed obvious to him made no sense to anyone else, and often what other people did and said seemed weird and random. It was like he saw the world as green and everyone else saw it as red. No matter how much you talked about it, you’d never agree.

      But was this psychosis? How could he tell, from inside it?

      He decided not to press the topic any more with Joe. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “It is my pleasure.”

      Joe fell silent, and after five minutes, the light behind his eyes turned off.

      Putting together what he’d learned was a little troubling. What he had suddenly become able to do last week was something scientists thought was impossible, so that meant it was probably in the category of not real. When a person lost the ability to tell what was real and what wasn’t, they were psychotic.

      But internally, he didn’t feel like anything was awry. He just… knew things. Joe had said psychotic people know there’s something wrong with them even if they don’t know what it is, and nothing in Perry had changed except for that one thing. Plus, Joe told him he showed no signs of psychosis.

      Precognition. Foreknowledge of an event without any direct information as evidence.

      Like the absolute knowledge that there would come a day soon that he would say goodbye to his parents, to his sister, to Joe, and he would never see any of them again.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, Perry was sitting on a bench in the school lobby waiting for his parents to pick him up after school, when his teacher, Mrs. Gray, came over to him wearing a smile.

      “Hello, Perry, how are you today?”

      “Good.”

      “You looked like you could use some company while waiting.”

      Perry shrugged.

      “You’ve seemed lately like you have a lot on your mind.”

      He flashed her a quick glance. “Did my mother talk to you?”

      Mrs. Gray laughed. “Do you know what the word perceptive means?”

      He shook his head.

      “It means you notice things and figure things out quickly. You are very perceptive.”

      “So perceptive means my mother talked to you.”

      Another laugh. Why was that funny? What made something funny was another of those things that Perry never could seem to figure out.

      “Yes, she did. But only that you’d been a little anxious over the last couple of weeks, and that I should know so I could help you if you needed it.”

      “I’m not anxious.”

      “That’s good. There’s nothing that’s on your mind?”

      “I didn’t say that. I just said I’m not anxious.”

      “Oh, I see. So what have you been thinking about lately?”

      He didn’t answer for a while, just kicked his legs against the floor once, twice, then stopped. “If you had bad news about someone, should you tell them?”

      “What kind of bad news?”

      “Like if you knew something bad was going to happen.”

      “Well, yes, if I knew something bad was coming, I would warn them.”

      “Even if you knew that warning them wouldn’t stop it?”

      Mrs. Gray gave him a frown. “How would you know that?”

      Perry shrugged again. “I’m just asking what if. If you knew bad things would happen, but you also knew that no matter who you told, it wouldn’t make any difference. The bad things would happen anyway.”

      Mrs. Gray gazed at him in thoughtful silence for a few moments. “Do you know the word fate, Perry?”

      He shook his head.

      “It means that things are meant to happen in a certain way. That even if we can’t see the future, it is already out there waiting.”

      He thought for a moment. “Like in a book. Even if you’ve just started it, the story is there in the pages you haven’t read yet, you just don’t know what it is.”

      “Exactly.” She looked at him intently. “So, what you’re asking, is life like that?”

      He nodded.

      “Well, that’s a pretty big question. The easiest answer is that no one knows for sure. I always like to believe that things will work out for the best if we let them. I’m an optimist.”
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