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          Reader, Writer, and Maker: All three novels of the Daughter of Time series in one audiobook. Narrated by Maria Marquis, 26 hrs and 52 mins, unabridged.
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        From the future, a final plea. Out of the past, a last hope. Become a Listener, because in the end, the most unbelievable step in the adventure - will be your own. Narrated by Joy Nash, 8 hrs and 15 mins, unabridged.
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        From hatred, love. From many, one. Book 2 in the Daughter of Time trilogy: A love story and sci-fi epic about the beautiful and terrible destiny of profoundly star-crossed lovers with a galaxy's fate in their hands. Narrated by Stephen Paul Aulridge Jr, 10 hrs and 49 mins, unabridged.
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        Until all is lost, nothing is found. Conclude the epic story of Ambra Dawn in the final installment of the trilogy. A story in which the one that was lost will be found. Where a thief will guide through chaos and time. Where all that was held dear will perish. And in that final and utter destruction - there will be a Creation. Narrated by Maria Marquis, 9 hrs and 14 mins, unabridged.
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        When one being comes to know and love another, a new and beautiful thing is created, namely the love. The cosmos is thus far and at that date enhanced.

        Olaf Stapledon, Last and First Men
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        I have seen a face whose sheen I could look through to the ugliness beneath, and a face whose sheen I had to lift to see how beautiful it was.

        The Madman of Gibran

      

        

      

      How do you make love to a goddess?

      Not to a divinity; this is not a myth. Well, maybe it is a myth. Or rather, the beginning of a myth, where facts and hopes and dreams and the madnesses of humanity and its desperations maniacally shape the story of the past and future like some child’s clay. Maybe it's the beginning of a legend. The birth of a new Divine. After all that has happened, all that I have seen, I understand why it may seem so.

      I come from a land where religion soaks into the very soil, where one thousand ragas encompass every mood and expression of our species, where a million theologies were born, copulated, and recombined like genomes to produce monotheists, polytheists, thirty-three and ten million divines, and the number zero. Where the stories of the gods and goddesses never ended and a child had no need of a superhero—with charming Krishna, dancing Shiva, and beautiful Parvati, there were stories uncounted. Perhaps, then, it is no wonder that we so easily worshiped her. The real wonder is that nearly all do, every nation across this blue-and-white marble pulled from the ashes.

      Even these monstrosities, these aliens now positioned across our world with their own godlike technologies  and cities—they hold her in awe. In the erased fragments of time, a shattered Earth she made whole. The tyranny of the Dram trembles across the galaxy as her power sweeps outward like a tide washing clean a tainted shore. She communes with the Orbs, summons their power, opens their portals. She is a Cosmic Messiah, writing anew the story of our universe.

      But not to me. To me, this is only a beginning.

      Standing here as the soft morning sunlight of New Earth streams through our bedroom window, I look down on her sleeping. The white sheets are nearly blinding, wrapped tightly around her seductive curves. Her naked shoulder has slipped out of the fabric. It is nearly as white as the sheets—such a contrast to my dark copper. The entire blank canvas is dramatically altered by waterfalls of red curls streaming down to her waist.

      She is beautiful enough to be a goddess.

      But not a mere goddess to me. She may be all these things, but to me she is a woman. My lover. She is my dearest, Ambra Dawn.

      I was born to love Ambra. I know this from my heartbeat to the deep ache in my bones. It was my destiny made possible only by the miracle of her powers, born when she turned the first Dram fleets to dust. Had she been a normal woman, we would have never met. Never loved. Never walked hand in hand on the beaches of New Earth to feel the waves lap our ankles in the reddening sunset. Never made love on a distant world overlooking the colossus of our own galaxy as it painted the night sky like a frozen explosion.

      But Ambra is no normal woman, and I, no normal man. I am abnormal in the ways I knew from childhood. Now, in this terrible darkness at the end, I see that my abnormality is deeper than could ever have been suspected. But it cannot be helped. It is not my doing. Can we who are made from the dust and the clay reshape our Maker?

      As I look at the swollen—some would say grotesque—form of her skull resting on the soft pillow, I feel a deep attraction, a pull to touch, to caress. Her Writer powers churn there in the benign tumor that has changed the fate of the universe and given her insight into the inner workings of space and time. Insight into the minds of any she chooses to probe.

      This every schoolchild knows and so also I was taught, but this does not explain my childhood obsession with that deformed, beautiful head. Nor how I melt to see those sensual red locks, stopped two-thirds of the way up her scalp, where her skin shines white and scarred, the hair removed by countless surgeries from a time long ago when she lived in bondage and pain.

      I pause even now to dwell on the artificial bone around the enormous, grapefruit-sized bulge, sculpted, implanted by twisted scientists of Earth in thralldom to the Dram. The brain tissue inside altered to feed the tumor in her adolescence until it grew beyond anything anyone could have predicted. It gave her a sixth sense and stole from her the ability to see as we do, leaving her totally blind with perfectly healthy eyes.

      My Ambra's bright-green eyes see nothing. And yet, they see everything. They haunt the corridors of Time.

      Other schoolmates learned the story of New Earth’s Mother by rote. I plunged my mind into the codified years like a warm sea. I took those lessons—words of her parents’ death at the hands of monsters, her abuse, deformation, torture, escape with the help of the angelic Xix, her turning back of the powerful Dram, and even of time itself—I took them deep into the core of my consciousness.

      There, she impaled my heart. I memorized every event, each line on her unchanging face from countless holographs, every lilt and tone and nuance of her voice from audio recordings.  Before I had the hormones to be in love, I loved Ambra Dawn as no man, no human, no saintly Xixian has ever loved another. In the truest sense, I had no choice. At this terrible end, I see the inevitability of it.

      And so now, as I walk to the nightstand and open the drawer, it is only in a state of unreal detachment that I remove the weapon. The composite metal should feel cold in my hand, but it does not. I feel nothing. The muscles tighten around the handle of the pistol, but I give no commands, feel no responses, and sense no contractions or tightness in my skin. I can only see as if from a distance, from a vantage point I cannot define in space or in time.

      And this automaton, my body—or now rather some alien form that is no longer mine—pulls that weapon out, unlocks the safety, and turns toward the bed, raising the barrel to the elongated head of my beloved, nearly touching the scarred edges near her hairline.

      And before anxiety or understanding can even rise within me, she opens those blind, green eyes with adoration, turning to stare directly into my own, tears trickling down her white cheeks. I hear her voice in my mind.

      Don’t be afraid, Nitin. I love you.

      I pull the trigger.
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        And I saw a new Heaven and a New Earth:

        for the first heaven and the first earth

        were passed away.
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        Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear—not absence of fear.

        Mark Twain

      

        

      

      Without warning, the HUD pixelated, froze, and went dark. The view screen was blank. I was screwed.

      I thought I heard a popping sound from my headset, but I couldn’t be sure, and there was no time for diagnostics. Three Dram sandworms were bearing down on my team, and now I was blind.

      “Control, this is MECHcore Lieutenant Nitin Ratava reporting emergency tactical failure! Display and all telemetry are down. Repeat: Enhanced combat mode is down.”

      There was a heartbeat of static and then a response.

      “Roger that, Lieutenant. Situation critical.” An American voice. It would be the new instructor. “The drill’s live, son, and those captured Dram don’t know time out. Switch to manual and optical mode. Continue theater.” There was another brief pause. “Life through action!”

      Life through action. Our motto, and likely the best advice for me in the middle of the Thar without backup and with live bugs bearing down on us. I was going to need a lot of action.

      “Ratava, got your position. We’ll try to draw hostiles until you can engage. Thirty seconds, max. Get rolling, metalhead!”  Suresh. He would make the best captain if I didn’t make it out of this, which I likely wouldn’t. I was sure there were examples of soldiers whose suits shorted out on them and who made it through a triad. I just hadn’t heard of any.

      Triads were a nightmare. The Dram’s smallest infantry modules, they were designed for close quarters, with three bugs per worm and three worms per group. The sandworms were a cross between a hovercraft tank and a flying drill bit—boring under the sand, flying over it, accelerating so fast your eyes barely kept up.

      The real danger came from the firepower. The beam weapons usually weren’t our worry—too much energy. The bugs would risk draining their power source with those only if they had a clear and important kill or were sure of victory. It was the flechettes that struck fear into our hearts. Ever since the Dram War began over two hundred years ago, on the surfaces of a hundred planets and moons, even with the Xix to help us develop countermeasures, those flechette canons firing out thousands of supersonic metal needles in a three-dimensional spray wrecked our most fortified attack units. Our armor couldn’t stop them. A bed of nails would be comfortable compared to being filleted alive by those things.

      Thank Dawn that the hydraulics on my suit were still functioning. I rolled onto my back, the thick metal of the combat chassis scraping across the desert sands like sandpaper on marble. I felt a slight pull in my stomach from acceleration, and I began sliding down the dune. At least I was on the right side and this would hide me from the coming Dram for a few more seconds.

      I slowed my breathing and focused to remember my MECHcore training. It wasn’t often that a suit failed like this, but it was known to happen, and it was something we all had to prepare for. Reaching over my head, I felt around with the nanofiber gloves and located the control box. Muscle memory of one hundred drills took over, and I disengaged the digital controller and flipped the latchkey to manual. Light streamed in, momentarily blinding me, as the plasma screen rolled back to reveal the Xixian glass faceplate. As my naked eyes adjusted to real light, the swirling sands of the Thar came into focus around me. That and black smoke rising from the other side of the dune.

      Static broke out on my communicator. Suresh’s voice was strained and I could hear the sounds of explosions and cries of other MECHcore infantry.

      “Sandworms engaged! Repeat, MECHcore platoon 3351 engaging Dram sandworm triad. Sergeant Suresh Murli for Lieutenant Ratava. Commencing dance!”

      The Xixian Dance Maneuver. It was programmed into each of our suits. It confused the sandworm AI and was promising to become the best tactic for defeating them. The suits did the dance, soldiers carried along for the stochastic pattern, the drivers firing weapons and dropping out if targeted. It had a 77 percent success rate from our trials. If all went well, the worms would die.

      All wasn’t going well.

      I flipped to my feet and charged up the dune. The sounds of battle—sonic booms of flechette canons, ionization crackle of our Xixian ion guns, cries and static over the COM—assaulted me as I crested the sand. Below me the dance was on; two worms were down, plowed into the sand and burning.

      But the nightmare was just beginning. The third had found a node. That was what we called it, a place in the random-walk dance of the MECHcore suits that prevented us from effectively engaging the worm. Angles were wrong. Friendly fire was a real danger. We were exposed, and it was all happening so fast that human eyes couldn’t track it, let alone fix the problem. Already I could see two suits down, glints of light from the thousands of silver needles embedded in the MECHs’ armor. Whoever was inside those units was dead, sliced into hundreds of pieces.

      “This is Command! You’re in a death node, Sergeant! Break and reinitiate. Repeat, reinitiate dance sequence!”

      Shit. In the time it would take to break off the formation and form a new pattern, we could lose most of the team to that remaining worm. I had to do something.

      I charged down the dune, firing up my ion slingers, but before I got halfway down, I launched my two shoulder-mounted rockets. It was a pretty hopeless tactic. Without telemetry, without AI to parse the blindingly fast darting of the worm and the soldiers, I was risking their lives as much as I was chancing a hit on the Dram. But hitting them wasn’t my goal. I needed to throw a wrench into the Dram AI, sop up some critical computing power with an attack out of nowhere before they could lock onto any more of my team.

      And I sure as hell got their attention.

      The next thing I knew, I was airborne, a thunderclap behind me from the superheated air exploding where their beam weapon had narrowly missed melting me into my suit. The combination of that explosion and my previous dash down the dune propelled me forward almost directly toward the worm. As I hurtled toward the Dram, crazy instinct took over.

      Fifteen years of gymnastics training had left a set of reflexes I hadn’t lost. Reflexes, it should be noted, that were honed for my body alone—not my body encased in several tons of advanced battle armor. I was going to see how well that training could be transferred.

      Tucking, I somersaulted near the bottom of the dune, the impact even through the MECH suit knocking the wind out of me. I planted my feet at the end of the roll, felt the powerful hydraulics engage, and channeled the momentum into a leap that took me over twenty feet into the air. There was a sonic boom of flechette needles behind me as the worm tried to adjust to my unorthodox attack, and then I plunged down, firing the small positional thrusters on the suit. Intended for more controlled maneuvers—floating over chasms, jumping over obstacles—it wasn’t much. But it was enough to steer me directly onto the worm itself. Or rather, crash me on it. As I plunged, I fired several ion pulses into the bulk of the craft and then momentarily lost consciousness as I slammed into the outer casing of the Dram warcraft.

      I think I only lost a few seconds, coming to with the sounds of my COM screaming in my ear.

      “Ratava!  What the hell are you doing! Get off that boat!”

      My face shield was cracked, and I could taste the soot and sand blowing up around me like some demonic tornado. My hands grasped the sandworm, or rather the edges of the metal that had been blown apart by my ion blasts and suit impact. The worm was careening to the side, the Dram navigation momentarily disoriented, flechettes firing off wildly in several directions at once. I was being jerked roughly along with it. Now was the time!

      “Reform the dance, Sergeant!  Low complexity; no time! Dance, dance, dance!”

      They listened. The remaining platoon synced and began jetting through another set of randomized Xixian movements. The worm was reorienting, the Dram recovering. But the bugs were too late.

      “Lieutenant, abandon that vehicle!” barked Command. “They can’t engage with you on it.”

      “Hell they can’t!” I yelled. “Suresh, blast this thing back to Naraka.”

      “Ratava…” Suresh began.

      “Do it! Fore and aft! Before you lose the chance!”

      Maybe I’ll get lucky in the middle. The worm shuddered as the Xixian ion shots slammed into the hull. They did as I asked, centering on the front and back of the worm. Now, I would complete the job. I detached two plasma grenades from the suit’s side and engaged the magnets. The grenades jumped away from my suit and slammed into the sides of the worm, holding tightly.

      “Plasgrens attached and activated! Clear! Everyone clear!”

      The dancing MECHs broke formation and fired escape rockets, blasting out and away from the sandworm. I did the same, only without telemetry, I was going to have to rely on pure guesswork for the burn.

      I angled upward and fired the rockets. I let them go just two seconds, or what seemed like two seconds to me. Firing manually in the adrenaline rush of combat, where time was as distorted as it was around the Daughter, was a recipe for putting your suit in orbit or through a canyon wall. My stomach was yanked to my feet, the g-forces causing my mind to blank. I heard the deafening explosions of the plasma grenades, confident that the hull-breached worm was not going to survive their discharge, and turned my attention to the ground now rushing up to greet me.

      My suit was descending quickly. Way, way too fast. I had one shot before impact: to counterfire the front thrusters. But without the AI there was no way I was going to get it right. So I hit them for a full burn. Maybe too much, but then I’d gain a little height and maybe the second bounce wouldn’t be so bad.

      I was right about the first, painfully wrong about the second. The front thrusters fired and drained. My momentum stopped in a snap, reversed, and threw me thirty feet up. Then gravity took over. I had nothing left to stop it.

      I smashed onto the desert floor.
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        Not the wind, not the flag; mind is moving.

        Kōan 29, The Gateless Gate

      

        

      

      I stood in the middle of a cornfield.

      The smell of the earth and thick growth around me was overpowering. My awareness seemed oddly distorted, slowed, unreal as I stared out over row upon row of shoots blasting into the clear, blue sky above, bright-green leaves in the sunlight sprouting out from nodes in the stems, husks large and pregnant, seemingly perched to release an avalanche of seed to flood the world.

      I felt dizzy and I swayed, catching myself on one of the nearby shoots, the hard stem providing enough support as I tried to steady myself. The sounds from my mouth were ragged, quick. I tried to slow it, exhaling long breaths, inhaling in short spurts. Where am I?

      The sky and corn gave no answer. In the distance there was the squawk of a large bird.

      I began to walk, aimlessly at first, the warmth of the sun becoming a heat bath. I stumbled through the field of tasseled giants. I should have become lost in this sea of maize, but I never circled, never redoubled my position. It felt as if a soft pull was leading me forward, coaxing me to turn ninety degrees at this point, stopping me from backtracking when I felt confused. From nowhere and everywhere, I felt a gentle guide.

      The soil was moist from frequent irrigation. Looking down, I was surprised to see bare feet, my toes squelching the mud where water had pooled. I’m completely naked. Part of my awareness, some distant chamber of my mind, whispered that I was now dreaming. But for all the rest of me, it was completely real.

      I broke out of the corn ranks and stepped onto a manicured lawn. A small farmhouse stood across a glowing patch of grass. A cool breeze stirred, causing the corn to whisper behind me.

      In the middle of the field was a tall and lanky man, his short hair hidden underneath a broad hat, his pale skin nonetheless reddened from exposure to the sun. His back to me, he crouched and lifted a bundle in his hands, which he then tossed into the air. Across the grass, I heard the high-pitched burst of a child’s laughter as a red comet rose into the sky and fell back into his arms. Over and over he tossed the bundle, and again and again the little child squealed.

      I stepped forward as in a trance. As I approached the pair, the farmer turned around and furrowed his brows at me. The little girl pressed his arms downward with impatience.

      “Daddy, Daddy, down! Put me down. He’s here!”

      Her father acquiesced, a look of confusion and surprise on his face. The little girl turned her glowing green eyes to me and stepped cautiously forward. Red hair swirled around her head in the breeze as she looked me over. Then she smiled.

      “Nitin.”

      The sound of my name ran through me like warm water. I found myself kneeling on the grass, equaling the level of our gazes, staring at the figure before me but unable to speak to her.

      “You really came!” she said, her smile growing to span her entire face. “I missed you so much.”

      My mouth began to form a word. “Ambra?”

      But before the girl could answer, the air between us began to distort, warp tangentially to the planes of space around us. The light faded—the blue and green, the red of her hair inches from my face. The wind and smells all disappeared. The figures disappeared. Time seemed to stop.

      

      I was in the dark.

      Even with my eyes open, I could see nothing. I tried to breathe, but no air would enter my lungs. Again and again I struggled. Breathe. Breathe, damn you!  My mind panicked.

      My body did not react. I did not suffocate. Absolutely nothing happened despite my frantic efforts to draw in air. Not for minutes. Not for hours. Days of struggle.

      Or were they years?

      Time had no meaning here.

      It almost seemed that I floated unbound by the pull of mass. No planet. No starship. Only—emptiness.

      Where am I?

      Did I have a body? I did not know. I could not see it; all was black. I had a phantom sense of limbs, yet to move them gave only the sensation of paddling through molasses.

      Is this hell?

      I felt, rather than heard, a hum. A deep buzzing like some chainsaw in my teeth, rattling my skull, my spine, my phantom limbs. Soon, it felt as if I would burst from the terrible resonance.

      And then—light.

      Finally, light. At a great and terrible distance, a tunnel of light appeared, the walls iridescent. Undulating. Vibrating.

      Pulling.

      Pulling at me, deep inside me. And I felt myself ripped from the strange molasses, torn as from a womb, yanked through a passageway now blinding with radiance that seemed to stretch endlessly. Bent and twisted and crammed into a merciless tube of burning incandescence.

      I was dragged helplessly across a forest of lights. Millions and millions of lights burning and winking and dying and being born in shrouds of hydrogen.

      They were stars.
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        Life is short, and Art long; the crisis fleeting; experience perilous, and decision difficult. The physician must not only be prepared to do what is right himself, but also to make the patient, the attendants, and externals cooperate.

        Aphorisms of Hippocrates

      

        

      

      “Welcome back, Lieutenant Ratava.”

      The lights continued to burn my eyes. I squinted, blinking repeatedly, trying to adapt to the brilliance around me. I could barely croak out my questions.

      “Where am I? What happened?”

      A calm yet otherworldly voice responded. “It is natural to be disoriented after such trauma, Lieutenant.”

      Slowly the lights dimmed enough that I could begin to focus on the objects around me. A strange shape occupied my field of vision, blurred so that I could not quite discern its nature. The soothing voice came from it.

      “You suffered a severe concussion, multiple broken limbs, and third-degree burns across much of your back. Fortunately, all was well within the medical skills of your Xixian medics, both onsite and here.”

      Xixian. The tall shape came into better focus. Six-fold symmetry, four arms, two legs, forty-eight appendages including their twelve highly dexterous fingers on each of the upper “short arms,” eighteen visual organs perched on darting eyestalks at the top of a conical protrusion at the top of the glimmering, multicolored torso. I could only find relief in recognizing the monstrous form of our galaxy’s greatest benefactors.

      The Xix. Dedicated to nearly every higher ideal humanity had ever imagined and succeeding in living those ideals to a level I could only find miraculous. Without the Xix, New Earth would still be ash, the Dram would control the galaxy, and the Hegemony would remain intact. Without the Xix, Ambra Dawn would have perished centuries ago in a smuggler’s death boat.

      And so I loved them. For me, everything returned to her.

      "What do you remember, Lieutenant?"

      I felt a stabbing pain in my scalp as my brows furrowed. "I'm not sure. Kidnapped Dram triad training session—went bad. They found a node. Had to improvise." The images washed across my thoughts almost uncontrollably. "My suit was FUBAR. Had to do a manual escape burn to clear the plasgrens. Guess it didn't go so well."

      The eyestalks bounced over closer to me. "Considering you worked without AI, you are lucky to be alive."

      I laughed. Or tried to, but the sudden movements made me gasp in pain. “By the Daughter. Maybe we should just go full drone. Not sure the point of organics out there. Too bloody fast."

      “We need organics for the improvisation you mentioned, Lieutenant. AI is certainly artificial, but intelligent is still under debate."

      Did these Xix have a sense of humor? I was never sure. All these years, trusting and dependent on them, and they were still as alien as alien could be to humanity. I certainly didn't understand them.

      It continued. "A fully drone troop would have been annihilated in that engagement. We've seen it happen in the military's trials to remove organics from combat. Only your creative randomness saved your team.”

      For a moment it surprised me that a medic would know such things, and then I remembered that the Xix had some sort of group memory, something like the experience the Readers shared through the Daughter, that gave them access to everything that happened to their species.

      "How many did we lose?"

      “Three in the end," said the medic, flitting around the instrumentation in that bizarre bouncing choreography that so typified the Xixian movements.

      Half my team. "Dear God."

      “Two more are seriously wounded and under care here. You were all flown out after triage to Delhi, and from there to Tokyo, to the Xixian village outside the city."

      Uchujin. A city created after the rise of New Earth, after the Unmade Calamity. Following the first few years of war on New Earth to remove the Dram and their agents, the Xix had settled in several locations across the globe. San Francisco, Paris, Auckland, Shanghai. Tokyo. Always outside the major human cities, building their own separate cities optimized for their living on an alien world. Always with the permission and collaboration of local governments.

      But not always with the approval of the populace. That was for sure. I'd never forget my first engagement with the Earth First terrorists. Hatred for humans who looked or speak a little differently could be intense enough. Imagine the hatred toward the truly alien.

      Over the last two hundred years, Uchujin had grown to a size nearly to rival Tokyo itself and served as the de facto center of Xixian governance of their population on Earth. It was the center of their technological contributions to humanity in engineering and medicine. They had taken me to the best facilities on the planet.

      Which worried me.

      "Why am I here?"

      The Xix stopped bouncing and attending the medical equipment. Its eyestalks nearly to a one centered on me. "Lieutenant Ratava, do you remember nothing else?"

      "Nothing from the engagement, I'm sorry."

      The eyestalks didn't move. It was a little unnerving. "Anything not from the engagement, but after it?"

      The dream. How could it know? Perhaps it had been monitoring my brain functions. But why would some injury-induced REM chaos be of any interest to this thing?

      "Just…dreams."

      "What sort of dreams?"

      "Vague dreams, of being trapped, paralyzed, flying through space. Typical nonsense dream stuff. Why?"

      "Your brain activity after your concussion was highly unusual."

      "Wouldn't it be?"

      The Xix turned a host of eyestalks back to monitors and equipment, keeping several on me. "In predictable ways, yes. Your brain scans were not like anything we have ever seen."

      "I'm not a Reader, doctor, if you are wondering. Tested three times. Believe me, my parents hoped so much I'd turn out to be one like my cousins. Since the Calamity, the only thing better than a doctor for Indian parents is becoming a Reader." My smiled faded, the humor apparently lost on the alien.

      “We need to understand as much as we can about you, Lieutenant. Your heroics have made quite an impression. I have been informed that you are in consideration for a special transfer."

      My heart nearly stopped. Could it be? After two years of failed applications? After devoting myself to the MECHcore, training with a passion matched only by that of my dearest hope—had I succeeded?

      "Do you mean…?"

      "Appointment to the Temple Guardians." The Xix seemed to know what was in my heart. A few moments passed in silence. "You will receive a visit from your superiors as soon as I clear you medically. As soon as we are satisfied that your vitals are acceptable."

      "And are they?" Now I really was worried about those stupid brain scans. I cursed the dreams and the threat that my overactive subconscious might derail my greatest hopes.

      The eyestalks jumped back toward me, a small set remaining glued to the output of a floating 3D projection of my brain lit up in multiple colors.

      "Probationary, Lieutenant. You will continue to have monitoring. The Temple Guards protect our most precious resource, as you know. They are screened as no one else. In two hundred years, we have never had an incident, never an unstable personality, never a traitor, an embezzler, anyone devoid of anything except the highest functionality and devotion to the Daughter. In this age of increasing threat from outside and within, I hope that you can understand our vigilance."

      I did. And maybe had I been the one doing the screening, I would have rejected such an appointment— seen my rashness, my impulsiveness. Perhaps even my obsession was too much.

      But I wasn't anyone else. I knew in all the galaxy, they would never find anyone so devoted to her as I.

      "Continued monitoring," it repeated. "But cleared for service."

      Cleared for service! The room seemed to swim. An elation wanted to explode from me. I wanted to shout, sing, dance! To serve her, so close, each day!

      But I had to compose myself. Especially being on probation. I had to appear for all the world to be the stable, capable, and trustworthy soldier they were looking for.

      "Should the Core find me worthy, I would be honored."

      The alien medic stared at me in silence.
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        Be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves.

        Jesus of Nazareth

      

        

      

      “Kavita, please; he is not a child."

      My father scolded my mother again as she practically touched the holographic projector in their apartment in Delhi. Her brandy eyes were enhanced by the crimson sari she wore, and her long and elegant fingers danced and gesticulated in the center of my Japanese quarters. The Tokyo MECHcore base was small but well outfitted. The reception from India was crystal clear—I could even see the garnets on her bangles.

      I was struck once more by the combination of genes that had produced me. My mother, petite from northern India, lighter of complexion with a beautiful smile. My father, from the southern continent, nearly dark as an African, tall, thin, with a bristling mustache. I was painted in hue somewhere between the two, with my father’s height and build, my mother’s face and smile, and a psychology that had kept the entire family in turmoil since I was a child.

      "He is my child, Sriram, and I will tell him when he is acting a fool!"

      The anguish on her face was all too clear in the projection before me. My father simply stared upward. He knew all he could do was to wait this out.

      "Are you deliberately trying to kill your own mother?"

      "Amma, please…"

      "First you join this army, full of these aliens and these low-life men. Just listen to you speak! Your language is foul like some American soldier! Then, you are nearly killed because of it and lay in a hospital thousands of miles away! We cannot even come to see you!"

      Great. She was crying.

      "Now? You tell me that you will go to the Temple, a place where powers from outer space will gather. A place of war with monsters. To risk your own life! Why, Nitin? Why? Because of some childish sense of romance for some woman who isn't even human anymore!"

      "Amma, stop!" I had to control myself. Hot flashes of anger swelled across my cheeks. I knew she would attack her; it always came to that. Years and years, since I had been a child, growing in vehemence when I was an adolescent, and now, desperate as I made my choices as a grown man.

      Grown, yet still a child. Still unable to free myself from childish fears. What was childish was not my love of Ambra Dawn, but the way my mother could still tie me in knots!

      “Do you know what I have done?” her face was firm with that expression when she punished me as a child for coming home with my uniform soiled. “I have torn down the projections in your room! Yes? Do you hear? On the walls, the ceilings! I have thrown out the crystals, all the videos and images! There is now just a bed and desk. A proper room for a proper child, not some mad shrine to a freak!"

      "Kavita, enough!" My father whispered, shaking his head. I was grateful for his intervention, however small it would be. It was not that he was on my side or ever understood these feelings, but he at least understood that he did not understand. In his universe, there was at least some space for his son to be something different, someone he could love and worry for and yet not control. Not so with Amma.

      I tried a different approach. "Amma, this is a great honor."

      She almost shrieked. "It is a shame! Your cousins are doctors or Readers! You? A soldier. Chasing a mad goddess!"

      “I am determined, Amma!”

      I don't know where my clarity of mind came, but despite all the inner turmoil of feeling my mother's harsh disapproval, hearing her ugly words about me and about her, a peace intervened through all the hurt. I can only think it was a gift of the higher powers. Suddenly, I was calm, sure of myself, of my life, of the path I was taking. I had always known where I had to be. For the first time, that surety gave me confidence before her.

      "Amma, I will go to the Sahara. I will stand guard at the Temple. There are only a handful of people from across the world allowed there. The gods have chosen me. I have felt their call all my life. I know where I must be. And it is with her."

      She sobbed, my father holding her shoulders, but she glanced toward me. She had heard the tone in my voice, and there was a resignation in her eyes. The sudden surety inside me gave way to insight, and I saw a path to salve her pain.

      You see, while my father was a lapsed Catholic, Amma was a devout Hindu. She went to temple frequently, was faithful with Nitya at home, and was particularly devoted to Kali, the goddess whose name means Time. My mother had a special prayer shrine, rarely visited by my skeptic father, built as an addition to the house. A floor-to-ceiling icon of Kali, the Bhavatārini form of the goddess—literally "redeemer of the universe”—dominates that space.

      "Amma," I said gently, staring into her projected eyes floating in front of me, her face as large as my body, "do you not see? The Daughter is an avatar. She is the Bhavatārini of the goddess here and now. They call her the Daughter of Time—can it be anything else? She delivered the world! Go and ask her icon. What better place can there be for your son?"

      Her eyes widened, and I couldn't tell whether it was from fear that I was mad or fear that I might be right. Perhaps both. She buried her face in my father's chest.

      "Nitin," he said, his voice rough, "We will talk later. I…I am happy you are well. We are thinking of you." And just like that, he switched off the connection.

      I let out a long breath. It was never easy with parents.

      

      An hour later, there was an alert tone from the house AI. "Visitor at the front door. Please advise."

      The colonel. 6:25 p.m. He was early, as was his habit.

      "Visual—external view, front door."

      The holoprojector flashed back on, and the giant form of Lieutenant Colonel Brad Snowden appeared to invade my living room. Six foot five, 245 pounds, and even at fifty-seven he looked more like a boxer than a paper pusher. And he had lived up to his appearance with the distinction of being one of only three humans ever known to defeat a Dram warrior in hand-to-hand combat. For that badge of honor, he had lost an eye and gained a six-inch scar across his face. Most significantly of all, he was Texan.

      "Son, you gonna ogle my old ass all day or let me the hell in?" At least he was in a good mood.

      This is it. Nothing short of a court-martial or major promotion would warrant the personal visit of our regiment's leader. After the words of the overly talkative Xixian medic, I was counting on the latter.

      "Allow entry."

      I walked over toward the door, my limp almost gone. The bolt locks on the door retracted with loud click, and the magnetic latch reversed polarity. The door swung inward and Snowden marched in.

      I stood at attention with a salute. These Americans were hard to predict. One day a superior officer would have a beer with you and the next dress you down for a sloppy salute. Best just to go overly formal and play it safe.

      "Colonel Snowden, sir."

      He shot back a salute. "At ease, son. You got any bourbon?"

      So it was going to be informal. I shook my head. "No sir, but I've got sake."

      "With ice; none of that warm shit." I tried not to make a face. Texans.

      He paced around the room, looking it up and down while cocking his head for his good eye, and let out a low whistle. I understood. The Japanese did things well. The room was spacious, three times the size of standard quarters. There were couches and tables sized to fit Westerners' expectations. There was that top-flight holoprojector. I even had my own modernized kitchen complete with nutrient synth.

      "Didn't have such fancy digs back in my day. Least not in the desert."

      I gripped the sake bottle tightly. "You were there?" I finished pouring the drink and handed it over to him. The ice cubes rang like small bells as he gestured.

      His drawl thickened. “Sit down, Ratava. We need to talk."

      The colonel pulled up a seat at the kitchen table, and I sat across from him. He took a sip of the sake and rubbed his temples, leaning back in his chair.

      "You know why I'm here."

      "My request for transfer."

      “Son, I've had three—three soldiers over thirty years under my command who have been selected for the desert. It was always unpredictable. They weren't usually the toughest, the smartest, or the best. Don't get me wrong; they were always good, but that Witch has her ways of seeing things."

      I suppressed a grimace. There were many names for the Daughter, not all of them kind. I had heard this one used by a lot of skeptics and rebel prisoners. And hard-asses who had seen too much to believe in fairies. Snowden wasn't a rebel—of this I was sure. He was certainly a hard-ass and probably a skeptic. It didn't matter. I'd dealt with many of those in the MECHcore. But it meant this conversation might be very difficult.

      His one eye glared at me shrewdly, sizing me up. "Ratava, I understand that you have a certain fondness for the Witch."

      "I prefer to call her the Daughter, but—yes. I don't suppose there's anyone in MECHcore who doesn't know. The military can't block all the anom networking."

      “Pinups on your walls ain't gonna prep you for what's waiting in the desert. At the Temple. All your pretty schoolbooks, the propaganda in the media—that's all a fairy tale designed to keep fifteen billion souls in line."

      "You sound like the extremists."

      Snowden laughed. "One thing you'll learn is that what makes any rebel cause a contender is a foundation of truth. That I can see it doesn't make me a traitor or give me desires to be one. It makes me a better leader. If you're going to survive down there, you've got to grow up, son."

      I felt my jaw clenching, my molars grinding against each other. "Yes, sir. What do I need to know?"

      He waved his hand dismissively. "Way more than I've got time to tell you. Like I said, they snatch my people rarely and always unpredictably. Your fondness for the…Daughter," he said, pausing with a smile, "made you the least likely to be selected, from the analysis of many. Hell, son, I thought it was pretty unbalanced myself when I reviewed your requests for transfer."

      "I don't understand."

      He sighed and leaned forward, resting his massive arms on his knees. "There's too much to learn now. And it's all in flux anyway.” He shook his head, an anxious look clouding his face as he gazed past me. “And times are changing. The war's goin' bad."

      "We've had setbacks. The Dram are resilient."

      "Setbacks? You've got to read between the lines of the official reports. We're losing this war, Ratava." He looked me in the eye. "The Dram have breached the galactic center."

      My stomach dropped. The center was our defensive nexus. If the galaxy were a wheel, the center gave the most direct access to any location through the Orb Time Tree. To take back the center—it was inconceivable. It was a disaster.

      "There are no reports—"

      "Of course not! Do you know the panic that would result?"

      "But the Daughter! She controls the Orbs and the Time Tree! How can they use the Strings to jump if she prevents it?"

      "Well, that is where things get interesting. If they could jump willy-nilly, they'd be turning us on a spit for those damn spider pets they keep. But they haven’t shown up on our doorstep, and I can only assume the Witch is the reason. But the center isn't holding. More and more they are gaining access, making raids. It's all hush-hush but the writing's on the wall. Ambra Dawn, even if she won't die, ain't God. And her powers are failing."

      I couldn't believe what I was hearing. "Then there is something you don't understand about all this. Her powers don't fail! She reached back through time and saved us all!"

      "So the story goes. But even if you believe that myth, she didn't do it alone. She's not all-powerful. She needed Them, these aliens. Saintly aliens we're all led to believe, and so they seem." He laughed glancing across my body. "They sure as hell fixed you up fast—three weeks after that crash? Yeah, that's alien meds for you."

      "They treated me well."

      "I'm sure they did. They always do. But do we really know them? Has anyone ever penetrated their culture, understood their motivations? Their real plans? Two hundred years on Earth now, building cities, giving us tech, plotting who knows what, and we are none the wiser!”

      "They helped free us from the tyranny of the Dram!"

      "Words right out of a textbook. A-plus, son.” He downed the rest of his drink. “Sure, there's enough military history of the Emancipation to convince even me that it happened. But did we trade one alien tyranny for another?"

      Now he was really edging dangerously close to treason. “Sir, we can't understand them. They are too advanced for us."

      Again he waved his hand. "Perhaps, or perhaps that's just more smoke and mirrors to keep us from questioning."

      I was feeling dizzy, lost at sea in this frightening conversation. This was my commanding officer! “Colonel, what are you trying to tell me?"

      Snowden stood up and walked over to the window overlooking Tokyo. The sun was setting behind the forest of skyscrapers, their windows giving the wall of buildings the appearance of an endless checkered light board. Spacecraft darted back and forth across the darkening skies. Off to the left, the eerie green glow of Uchujin and the Xix. Snowden shook the ice cubes in his glass with one hand, his other arm behind his back. He nearly stood at attention.

      "We're at a turning point, Ratava. As they used to say, 'The game is afoot.' Call it soldier's intuition, but after surviving a hell of a lot of death holes, you might want to take mine seriously. Something’s gonna happen. Not today. Not tomorrow. Maybe not this year. But it's close. There's something big growing out there in between those stars, and when it comes, there's gonna be a fire raining down on that Temple in the desert."

      Ambra. "With all due respect, sir, then I need to be there. Now."

      Snowden turned around and stared at me. "Have you heard a goddamn thing I've said?"

      I stood up as well and set my shoulders. "I've heard all of it. And if I've been chosen, then what I most need to do right now is get on a transport for the Sahara. ASAP."

      His single eye bored into mine. "I don't know whether you’re the biggest damn fool I've ever met or a fucking apostle."

      I swallowed as he continued to stare at me. "Neither, sir, I hope. I just know where I have to be."

      He shook his head again and put his glass down on the table. "They weren't shitting me when they said you were a believer." He walked toward the door and pressed the touchpad to exit. As the door swung open, he turned back to me.

      "Report tomorrow at the hoverport, 0600. Pack lightly; you'll get new gear on arrival. And a new team, Captain."

      “Captain?"

      "And, Ratava, keep your eyes open. Innocent doves end up sacrificed in the sands. The animal for the desert—it’s a snake."

      He stepped through the portal and it whisked shut, the bolts slamming into place.
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        I am always wandering around in enigmas.

        M.C. Escher

      

        

      

      I didn't sleep much that night.

      What little I got was plagued by parades of dreams, foggy narratives that slipped through my mind—training, childhood, Xixian medics hovering over me. In the end, I remembered almost nothing.

      Except for the last one. A flashback to primary school in Delhi, standing in front of a projection of the Daughter as some angry teacher called out my name repeatedly.

      “Ratava. Nitin Ratava! Answer the question!"

      It was a dream reliving the first time I had seen a holo of Ambra Dawn. There she was, a life-size projection in three dimensions, the shimmer of a poor-quality lamp giving a ghostly appearance to the form. I almost felt as if I could reach out and touch the red curls cascading down her shoulders. Her eyes glowed like giant pools of fluorescent water.

      I was to answer some question about her, the instructor calling on different children to recite the lessons. But I only stood there frozen, transfixed—struck dumb by her beauty and majesty. A boy of six utterly overwhelmed and unmade in an instant.

      But in the dream, the memory changed. The static holograph animated and turned to me. Her bright eyes locked with mine, and I was bathed in a warm radiance. All else dimmed—the school, the instructor, the world. Only she was left. I looked up into those green pools, felt them draw me in like some wormhole in space toward another universe. I felt a slow acceleration, rotating faster and faster around her, the center of my experience those beautiful, unblinking eyes. She opened her lips and whispered.

      "Nitin."

      I awoke shaking to the blaring of my alarm.

      

      I dressed quickly in my travel uniform. I still had my lieutenant bar and would have to see if the colonel's last words would include gaining another bar to the rank of captain. But the promotion wasn't so important to me. The destination was all that mattered.

      I packed lightly, as instructed. My standard issue firearm, a Xixian gyrostabilized slug thrower, Hertz 744. All-carbon composite, grid synchronized workhorse of the MECHcore. As a rule, since we served most of our time suited up, they didn't get much use. But old traditions died hard. Otherwise, one uniform change, grooming gear, and a single zettabyte crystal. Small, not much for holoviewing. It carried graphs of my parents, a few of my cousins. All the rest of her.

      I rushed out the door.

      

      The hovercraft was impressive. As I walked into the hangar, barely settling my stomach after a poorly calibrated drone transport hurtled me from the barracks, I had to marvel. The size of one of Old Earth's airships, this was the classic image of an alien spacecraft to our precontact ancestors. Disc-shaped with a protruding spherical dome on the top, it could handle a thousand troops at capacity. Not to mention cargo. Ring-bands of magneto-thrusters lined the bottom, powerful enough to accelerate the
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