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      It has now been ten years since the original publication of my Daughter of Time trilogy. Of all my writings, this series is the most important to me in nearly every aspect of a novel that might matter: plot, ideas, themes, characters, and writing. Unlike my thrillers, which were written strongly to match what I understood of the expectations of the genre, I had allowed myself a lot more creative license with Reader, Writer, and Maker (especially Maker).

      In this edition, I have undertaken a rewrite based on approaches I developed with my thrillers over the years. This approach tightens text considerably, and would often trim 10% of a book's words without altering a scene. Producing text that was leaner and more driving seemed to fit the thriller genre's expectations, but I was hesitant to apply it to the Daughter of Time series as I felt I might lose some of that wilder creativity by taking this editing machete to the project.

      In the end, I created a hybrid method where I went through the many procedural steps in "trimming the fat" I'd used previously, but in the process of rewriting also allowed myself to let my imagination run more freely. I was able to remove twenty-five thousand words from the series (10%) and even add an additional chapter.

      I hope readers enjoy this new edition, whether encountering the story for the first time or returning to it after many years for a fresh perspective.

      Erec Stebbins

      December, 2025

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        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” by Kahlil Gibran

      

      

      

      How do you make love to a goddess?

      Is this a myth? Yes, maybe it is. Or rather, the beginning of one. Where the facts and hopes and dreams, the malignant madnesses of humanity and our maniacal desperations fling the fantasy of the past and future like child’s clay. Perhaps it’s the dawn of a legend. The birth of a new divine. After all that has happened, all I’ve seen, I understand why it may seem so.

      I come from a land where religion soaks our soil. Where one thousand ragas encompass every possible mood and expression of our species. Where manifold theologies were born, copulated, and recombined like genomes to produce monotheists, polytheists, thirty-three and ten million divines with the number zero. Where the adventures of gods and goddesses never ended. A child had no need of modern gods, the superheroes. With charming Krishna, dancing Shiva, and beautiful Parvati, stories uncounted awaited.

      It’s no mystery we so easily worshipped her. The real wonder is that all do. All nations across this blue-and-white marble pulled from the ashes.

      Even these monstrosities, aliens positioned over our globe with godlike technologies and cities, they hold her in awe. In the erased fragments of time, a shattered world she made whole. The Dram tyranny trembles throughout the galaxy as her influence sweeps outward. It’s 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.

      As the soft morning sunlight of New Earth dances through our bedroom window, I gaze on her sleeping. The white sheets are blinding, wrapped around her seductive curves. Her naked shoulder has slipped from the fabric, as scintillating as the silk—such a contrast to my dark copper. Waterfalls of red curls streaming to her waist color this blank canvas.

      She is beautiful enough to be a goddess.

      But goddess is far too frail a word. She may be all those things that launched a thousand cults. I do not care. She is my woman. My lover. My dearest, Ambra Dawn.

      I was born to love her. I know this from my heartbeat to the deep ache in my bones. It was my destiny, enabled by the miracle of her powers, incarnate 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 over the sands of the Sahara in a crimson 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 tragic darkness at the end, I see that my abnormality is deeper than could ever have been suspected. I cannot help it. It is not my doing. Can we who are sculpted from the dust and the clay reshape our makers?

      I admire her swollen skull resting on the pillow. The grotesque bulge repulses others, but I know attraction, a pull to touch, to caress. Her Writer powers churn there, buried in the benign tumor that has changed the fate of the universe. It gives her insight into the inner workings of space and time. Access to the minds of any she chooses to probe.

      This every schoolchild knows, but it doesn’t explain my childhood obsession with her deformed, beautiful head. How I melt to see those sensual scarlet locks. They stop two-thirds of the way up her scalp, where her skin shines white and scarred. Hair removed by countless surgeries from a time long past when she lived in bondage and pain.

      I pause, dwelling on the artificial bone surrounding the grapefruit-sized bulge. A synthetic casing, sculpted, implanted by twisted scientists in thralldom to the Dram. The brain tissue inside perverted to feed the tumor until it gestated beyond prediction. It gave her a sixth sense but stole from her the ability to see, leaving her blind with healthy eyes.

      My Ambra’s bright-green eyes see nothing. 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. Her parents’ death at the hands of monsters. Her abuse, deformation, torture. The escape with the help of the angelic Xix. Her turning back the Dram empire. 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. The lilt and tone and nuance of her voice in audio recordings. Before I had the hormones to be in love, I adored 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 in a state of unreal detachment that I remove the firearm. The composite metal should be cold in my hand, but it is not. I feel nothing. The muscles tighten around the handle of the pistol, but I give no commands. I have no responses and sense no contractions or tightness in my skin. I see from a distance, crammed into a vantage point I cannot define in space or in time.

      And this automaton, an alien form that is no longer mine, works the weapon. Fingers unlock the safety, orienting the firearm toward the bed. The golem raises the barrel to the elongated head of my beloved. It brushes the scarred edges near her hairline.

      She opens her blind, green eyes with adoration. Seeing nothing and everything, they stare into my own. Tears trickle down her white cheeks and 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. No time remained for diagnostics. Three alien 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.”

      A heartbeat of static.

      “Roger that. 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. Continue theater.” Another pause. “Life through action!”

      Life through action. Our motto. Also the best advice for me in the middle of the Thar without backup and with real 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. The team would turn to him 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 excelled at search and destroy. Three bugs per worm and three worms per group. The sandworms were a cross between a hovercraft tank and a flying drill bit. They bored under the sand, flew over it, accelerating faster than your eyes could track.

      The real danger came from the firepower. The beam weapons usually weren’t our worry—too much energy. They wouldn’t risk draining their power source unless they had a clear kill or were sure of victory.

      It was the flechettes striking fear into our hearts. Two hundred years of war on the surfaces of a thousand planets and moons, those cannons 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, the hydraulics still functioned. I rolled onto my back. The thick metal of the combat chassis scraped across the sands like marble over sandpaper. A tug in my stomach from acceleration, and I slid down the dune. At least I was on the right side, and this would hide me from the coming Dram for a few moments.

      I slowed my breathing and focused to remember my MECHcore training. It wasn’t often a suit failed like this, but it was something we all had to prepare for. Reaching over my head, I felt with the nanofiber gloves and located the control box. Muscle memory of a hundred drills took over. I disengaged the digital controller and flipped the latchkey to manual. The plasma screen rolled back to reveal the glass faceplate.

      Light flashed, blinding me. My eyes adjusted, and the swirling sands of the Thar came into focus. That and black smoke rising from the other side of the dune.

      Static broke out on my communicator. Suresh’s voice strained over explosions and cries of other MECHcore infantry.

      “Sandworms engaged! Repeat, engaging triad. Sergeant Suresh Murli for Lieutenant Ratava. Commencing dance!”

      The Xixian Dance Maneuver. Programmed into each of our suits, it confused the bug AI. It was our best tactic for defeating them. The soldiers were carried along in the stochastic pattern, firing weapons and dropping out if targeted. It had a seventy-seven percent success rate from our trials. If all went well, the Dram would die.

      All wasn’t going well.

      I lurched to my feet and charged up the dune toward the sounds of battle. The thunder of flechette cannons, crackle of Xixian ion guns, cries and static over the COM. The cacophony assaulted me as I crested the sand. Below me, the dance was on. Two worms were down, plowed into the ground and burning.

      The third had found a node, and my team had entered the nightmare. The random-walk sequence sometimes had holes preventing us from engaging the target. Angles were wrong. Friendly fire was a real danger. The node exposed us, and the speed took human reaction out of the picture. Already I could see two suits down. Light glinted from 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 dance!”

      No time! We could lose most of the team to the remaining worm. I had to do something.

      I charged down the dune, firing up my ion slingers. Halfway down, I launched my two shoulder-mounted rockets. It was a pretty hopeless tactic. Without telemetry or computer to parse the blurred darting of the bugs and the soldiers, I risked their lives as much as I chanced a strike on the Dram. But hitting them wasn’t my goal. I needed to throw a wrench into their AI, sop up some critical processing power. A surprise attack from nowhere before they could lock onto any more of my team.

      I sure as hell got their attention.

      The next thing I knew, I was airborne. A thunderclap of superheated air exploded behind me. Their beam weapon just missed melting me into the mech. The shock wave and my dash down the dune propelled me toward the worm. Crazy instinct took over.

      Tucking, I somersaulted near the bottom of the hill. The impact crushed the wind out of me through the suit. I planted my feet at the end of the roll, felt the hydraulics engage, and channeled the momentum into a leap. The combination took me over ten meters into the air. Flechette needles whistled behind me as the bugs adjusted to my unorthodox attack. I plunged, firing the small positional thrusters. Intended for more controlled maneuvers—floating over chasms, jumping over obstacles—it wasn’t much. Enough to steer me onto the craft itself.

      Or rather, crash me on it. As I dove, I fired several pulses into the bulk of the thing. I lost consciousness, slamming into the outer casing, 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 cracked, and I tasted soot. Sand spun like some demonic tornado. My hands grasped the edges of the metal blown apart by my ion blasts. The worm careened to the side, enemy navigation disoriented, flechette cannons spraying at dunes. Now was the time.

      “Reform the dance, Sergeant! Low complexity! Dance, dance, dance!”

      They listened. The remaining platoon synced and jetted through another set of randomized movements. The bugs reoriented, the Dram recovering. Thank Dawn, they were too late.

      “Lieutenant, abandon the 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…”

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

      I’ll get lucky in the middle.

      The ship shuddered as the ion shots slammed into the hull. They did as I asked, centering on the front and back. Now, I would complete the job. I detached two plasgrens from the suit’s side and engaged the magnets. The grenades leaped away, smashing into the sides of their armor.

      “Poppers locked and activated! Everyone clear!”

      The dancing MECHs broke formation, blasting away from the sandworm. I did the same, but without telemetry, I had to rely on pure guesswork.

      A manual burn in the adrenaline rush of combat, where time was as distorted as it was around the Daughter? A recipe for putting your suit in orbit or through a canyon wall. G-forces yanked my stomach through my feet. My mind blanked in the pressure. I heard the deafening explosions of the plasma grenades. The hull-breached worm wasn’t going to survive their discharge. I jerked my attention to the ground rushing to greet me.

      My mech plummeted. Way too fast. I had one shot before impact: to counterfire the front thrusters. Without AI. I hit them for a full burn. Too much, but I’d gain a little height and pray the next bounce wouldn’t be so bad.

      I was right about the first and punished for the second. The rockets fired and drained. My momentum stopped in a snap, reversed, and threw me thirty meters up. 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 trembled in the middle of a cornfield.

      My legs staggered, the smell of the earth and thick growth overpowering. Time bent, slowed, and melted. I gawked over an expanse of shoots blasting into a blue sky. Bright-green leaves sprouted from nodes in the stems. Husks hung, plump and pregnant. They perched, ready to release an avalanche of seed to submerge the world.

      Dizzy, I swayed, bracing on one of the nearby stalks. The hard stem provided support as I steadied myself. Ragged breaths chopped from my mouth, staccato. I fought hyperventilation, inhaling in short spurts, exhaling from my diaphragm.

      Where was I?

      The heavens and corn gave no answer. In the distance, a massive black bird squawked.

      I walked without a plan. The heated air under the sun simmered like a sauna. I stumbled through the field of tasseled giants, but I never circled. Never redoubled my position. A soft pull led me forward, coaxing me in silence. Turn ninety degrees at this point. No backtracking here. From nowhere and everywhere, I felt a gentle guide.

      The soil was moist from frequent irrigation. I blinked to see bare feet, my toes squelching the mud where water pooled.

      I’m completely naked.

      Part of my awareness, some distant chamber of my mind, whispered I was dreaming. For the rest of me, it was real.

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

      A tall, lanky man stood in the middle of the yard. He’d buried his hair underneath a broad hat. The sun reddened his pale skin. His back to me, he crouched and lifted a bundle in his hands, which he threw into the air. A burst of laughter washed over the green. A crimson comet rose into the sky and fell back into his arms. Over and again, he tossed the child, and with each flight the little one squealed.

      I stepped forward in a trance. The farmer spun and furrowed his brows. A little girl pressed his hands with impatience.

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

      Her father acquiesced, confusion and surprise on his face. She turned her glowing green eyes to me and approached. Scarlet strands swirled around her head in the breeze. She smiled.

      “Nitin.”

      The call of my name ran through me like warm water. I knelt on the grass, equaling the level of our gazes, staring at the figure but unable to speak.

      “You came!” she said, her grin growing to span her face like a star. “I missed you so much.”

      My mouth managed to shape a sound. “Ambra?”

      Before the girl could answer, the atmosphere between us rippled, warped tangentially to the planes of space between us. The light faded—the blue and green, the red of her hair inches from my face. The wind and smells vanished. The figures disappeared.

      Time stopped.
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        * * *

      

      Darkness.

      I tried to breathe, but nothing entered my lungs. Again, I struggled. Breathe. Breathe, damn you! Panic.

      My muscles did not react. I did not suffocate. 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.

      I floated unbound by the pull of mass. No planet. No starship. I experienced—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 the sensation of paddling through molasses.

      Is this hell?

      Something hummed. A deep buzzing, a chainsaw in my teeth, rattling my skull, my spine. I would burst from the resonance.

      Then—brilliance.

      At a vast and terrible distance, an illuminated passage emerged, the walls iridescent. Undulating. Vibrating.

      Pulling.

      Yanked inside, frigid forces ripped me from the strange tar. Torn from a womb, jerked through a canal, I hurtled, blinded by endless radiance. My soul screamed. The tunnel twisted and thrust my awareness into a merciless tube of igniting incandescence.

      Cosmic powers dragged me across a forest of candles. Millions of beacons born and burning and winking and dying 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, trying to adapt to the brilliance. My throat burned. Swallowing sent shudders down my spine as I croaked questions.

      “Where am I? What happened?”

      A voice from another world responded. “Disorientation is natural after such trauma.”

      The glare dimmed as my eyes adjusted. A strange shape occupied my field of vision, blurred so I couldn’t quite discern its nature. The soothing tones 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 on-site and here.”

      Xixian.

      The tall outline came into better focus. Six-fold symmetry. A jungle of extremities. Twelve dexterous fingers on each of the short, upper appendages. Eighteen visual organs perched on darting eyestalks. They sprouted from a conical protrusion atop the glimmering, multicolored torso.

      Relief flowed through me in recognizing the monstrous form of our galaxy’s greatest benefactors.

      The Xix. Dedicated to every higher ideal humanity had ever pursued. Succeeding in living those standards to a level I found miraculous. Without them, New Earth would still be ash. The Dram would control the galaxy. The Hegemony would remain intact. Ambra Dawn would have perished centuries ago in a smuggler’s death boat.

      So I loved them. For me, everything returned to her.

      “What do you remember, Lieutenant?”

      A stabbing pain drilled into my scalp as my brows furrowed.

      “I’m not sure. Kidnapped triad training session—went bad. They hit a node. Had to improvise.” The images washed across my thoughts. “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 closer to me. “Considering you worked without autonetics, you are lucky to be alive.”

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

      “We need organics for the improvisation you mentioned. The AI in your mechs is certainly artificial, but intelligent is still under debate.”

      Did these creatures have a sense of humor? It was never clear. Hundreds of years, trusting and dependent on them, and they were still as alien as could be. I sure didn’t understand them.

      It continued. “An autonomous troop would have been annihilated in that engagement. We’ve seen it happen in the military’s trials to remove soldiers from combat. Your creative randomness saved your team. Synthetic consciousness currently under development may change that game.”

      For a moment, it surprised me a medic would know such things. My foggy brain remembered the Xix had some sort of communal memory. Rumors said it was like the experience the Readers shared through the Daughter. It gave them access to everything that happened to their species.

      “How many did we lose?”

      The alien physician flitted around the instrumentation in a bizarre bouncing choreography. “Three in the end,” it said.

      Half my group. “Dear God.”

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

      Uchujin.

      A center created after the rise of New Earth, after the Unmade Calamity. Following the first few years of war, the Xix had settled in several locations across the globe. They helped humanity remove the Dram and their agents. Shadow cities rose near our metropolises. San Francisco, Paris, Auckland, Shanghai. Tokyo. They built their own separate habitats. Constructs optimized for thriving on another world.

      Always with the permission and collaboration of local governments. Not always with the approval of the populace. I’d never forget my first engagement with the Terra First extremists. Hatred for humans with different skin or speech was intense enough. Imagine the hostility toward the truly alien.

      Over the last two hundred years, Uchujin had grown to a size rivaling Tokyo. It served as the de facto center of Xixian governance of their population on Earth. Technological contributions in engineering and medicine flowed from the glowing capital. 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 centered on me. “Lieutenant Ratava, do you remember nothing else?”

      “Nothing from the engagement. I’m sorry.”

      The odd eyes didn’t move. It was a little unnerving. “What about after, before you woke?”

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

      “Just…dreams.”

      “Of what nature?”

      “Weird things, being trapped, paralyzed, flying through space. Typical nonsense nightmare stuff. Why?”

      “Your mental 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 cortical scans, however, were not like anything we have ever seen.”

      “I’m not a Reader, if you’re wondering. Tested three times. Believe me, my parents were desperate I’d turn out to be one. Like my cousins. Since the Calamity, it’s the only thing besting doctor in Indian families.”

      My smiled faded, the humor lost again 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 chest constricted. 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 knew what was in my heart. “You will receive a visit from your superiors as soon as I clear you medically. When we are satisfied that your vitals are acceptable.”

      “And are they?” Now I really was worried about those stupid scans. I cursed the dreams and my overactive subconscious.

      Eyestalks jumped back toward me. A small set remained glued to the output of a floating 3D projection of my brain painted in multiple hues.

      “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 or criminal. Solely those with the highest devotion to the Daughter. This is an age of increasing threat from outside and within. I hope that you can understand our vigilance.”

      I did. Had I been the one screening, I might have rejected my own appointment. My rashness, impulsiveness, my obsession had to raise red flags.

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

      “Continued monitoring,” it repeated. “Cleared for service.”

      Cleared for service!

      The room swam and shimmered. An elation pressed to explode from me. I wanted to shout, sing, dance! To serve her, so close, each day.

      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 demanding.

      “Should the Core deem 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.”

      Father scolded Mother as she tapped the holographer in their Delhi apartment. Her crimson sari enriched the brandy of her troubled eyes. They darted about. Her long, elegant fingers 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 see the garnets on her bangles.

      The combination of genes from my parents struck me again. My mother, petite from the northern subcontinent, lighter of complexion with a beautiful smile. My father, from the southern continent, dark as an African, tall, thin, with a bristling mustache. They painted me in hue somewhere between the two. I received my father’s height and build, my mother’s face and smile. My psychology anomalous, one that had kept the entire family in turmoil since I was small.

      “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 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 men of low character. Just listen to you speak! Your language is foul like some American soldier. Then you are nearly killed because of it and in a hospital thousands of miles away. We cannot come to see you.”

      Wonderful. She was crying.

      “Now? You inform me you will go to the Temple, a place where powers from outer space will gather. Where they war with monsters. To risk your own life! Why, Nitin? Why? Due to some naive notion of romance for a woman who is no longer human!”

      “Amma, stop!”

      My cheeks flushed. I had to control my emotions. She would attack her. It always came to that. Since I was a child, growing in vehemence when I was an adolescent, and now, desperate as I made my choices as a man.

      Grown, yet still unable to free myself from childish fears. My love of Ambra Dawn wasn’t immature, but my mother’s ability to tie me in knots was shameful.

      “Do you know what I have done?” Her face was firm with that expression when she punished me 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 a mad shrine to a freak!”

      “Kavita, enough!” My father hissed, shaking his head.

      I was grateful for his intervention, however small it would be. It wasn’t that he empathized with my feelings, but he at least understood that he didn’t comprehend. In his universe, space existed for his son to diverge, to be someone he could love and worry for and yet not control. Not so with my mother.

      I tried a different approach. “This is a high honor.”

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

      “I am determined, Amma!”

      My clarity of mind shocked me. The usual simmering turmoil from my mother’s harsh disapproval cooled. Her ugly words about me and the Daughter fell flat. A peace intervened through all the hurt. I calmed, 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, an assurance gave me confidence before my parents.

      “I will go to the Sahara. I’ll stand guard at the Temple. A handful of people from across the world are allowed there. The gods have chosen me. I’ve felt their call all my life. I know where I must be. And it’s with her.”

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

      You see, while my father was a lapsed Catholic, my mother was a devout Hindu. She went to temple, was faithful with Nitya at home. She was particularly devoted to Kali, the goddess whose name echoes time. My mother had a personal prayer shrine, rarely visited by my skeptic father, built as an addition to the house. A floor-to-ceiling icon of the divinity dominates that space. The Redeemer of the Universe.

      “Amma,” I whispered, staring into her projected eyes floating in front of me, her face as long as my body, “do you not see? Ambra Dawn is an avatar. She is the Bhavatārini here and now. They call her the Daughter of Time—can it be anything else? She delivered the world. Go and ask her image. What better place can there be for your son?”

      Her eyes widened, and I couldn’t tell whether it was from fear I was mad or terror 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.” He switched off the connection.

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

      

      Afterwards, an alert tone rang from the house AI. “A visitor has arrived at your primary entrance. Please advise.”

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

      “Visual—external view, front door.”

      The holographer flashed. The giant form of Lieutenant Colonel Chad Snowden invaded my living room. At fifty-seven, he resembled a boxer more than a paper pusher. He’d earned a distinct reputation to match the appearance. One of three humans known to defeat a Dram warrior in hand-to-hand combat. For that badge of honor, he had lost an eye and gained a five-inch scar across his face. Most pertinent to any interactions with the man, he was Texan.

      “Son, you gonna ogle my crusted 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 promotion warranted a visit from our regiment’s leader. After the words of the talkative Xixian medic, I was counting on the latter.

      “Allow entry.”

      I rushed to the door, my limp almost gone. The bolt locks retracted with a loud click, and the magnetic latch reversed polarity. The heavy slab 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 stance. Best to go formal and play it safe.

      “Colonel Snowden, sir.”

      He stormed past me. “At ease, son. You got any bourbon?”

      So it was going to be informal. I shook my head. “I’ve got saké.”

      “With ice. None of that warm shit.”

      I tried not to make a face. Texans.

      He paced around the room, cocking his head for his one 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, with couches and tables sized to fit Westerners’ expectations. A top-flight holographer. I 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 bottle. “You were there?” I finished pouring the drink and handed it to him. The ice cubes rang like bells as he gestured.

      His drawl thickened. “Sit down, Ratava. We gotta talk.”

      The colonel pulled up a seat at the table, and I sat across from him. He took a sip of the sake and scratched his temples, reclining 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 sent to the desert. Always unpredictable. They weren’t usually the toughest, the smartest, or the best. Don’t get me wrong, they were always solid, but the Witch has her ways of seeing things.”

      I suppressed a grimace. Countless names existed for the Daughter, many unkind. I’d heard this one used by a lot of skeptics and extremist prisoners. Along with hard-asses who had seen too much to believe in fairies. Snowden wasn’t a rebel—of this I was sure. He was as tough as gnarled oak and spoke like a skeptic. It didn’t matter. I’d dealt with it in the MECHcore, but this conversation might be unpleasant.

      His shrewd eye glared at me, sizing me up. “Ratava, I understand 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 the Core 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. “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 desire 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 through the air. “Way more than I’ve got time to tell you. Like I said, they snatch my people rarely and without warning. Your fondness for the…Daughter,” he said, pausing with a smile, “didn’t have you high on the list. Hell, kid, I wasn’t convinced. Pretty unbalanced application and history. But reason don’t know shit when it comes to her.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      He sighed and leaned forward, resting his massive arms on his knees. “There’s too much to learn now. It’s all in flux, anyway.” He shook his head, wrinkles cracking his face as he gazed past me. “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 held my eye. “The bugs have breached the galactic center.”

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

      “There’s hasn’t been word of⁠—”

      “Of course not. Do you know the panic that would result?”

      “The Daughter. She controls the Time Spheres. How can they use the Strings 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. They haven’t shown up on our doorstep, and I assume the Witch is the reason. But the center isn’t holding. More and more they’re gaining access, making raids. It’s all hushed up, but the writing’s on the wall. Ambra Dawn, even if she won’t die, ain’t God. Her powers are failing.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Then there’s something you don’t understand about all this. Her power doesn’t fail. She reached back through time and saved us all!”

      “So the story goes. Even if you set stock in that myth, she didn’t do it alone. She’s not all-powerful. She needed Them, these aliens. Saintly ETs we’re to accept, and so they appear.” 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 bet 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’re 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. “There’s enough military history of the Emancipation to convince me it happened. But did we trade one alien rule for another?”

      Now he was edging close to treason. “Sir, we can’t understand them. They’re too advanced for us.”

      Again, he waved his hand. “Maybe, or perhaps it’s just more smoke and mirrors to keep us from questioning.”

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

      Snowden rose and approached the massive window overlooking Tokyo. The sun crept in back of the forest of skyscrapers. Their lights gave the appearance of an endless checkered board. Spacecraft darted back and forth across the darkening skies. Off to the left, an eerie green glowed from Uchujin.

      He shook the ice cubes in his glass with one hand, his other arm behind his back. “We’re at a turning point, Ratava. Like they used to say, ‘The game is afoot.’ Call it soldier’s intuition. 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. But it’s close. There’s something big growing out there in between those stars. When it comes, there’ll be a fire raining down on that Temple in the desert.”

      Ambra. “Then, with all due respect, sir, I must be there. Now.”

      Snowden turned around and stared at me. “Have you heard a goddamn thing I’ve said?”

      I stood and set my shoulders. “I’ve listened to all of it. 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 me. “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. It swung out, and he turned back to me. “Report tomorrow at the hoverport, oh-six hundred. Pack lightly. You’ll get special 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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        No matter how fast light travels, it finds the darkness has always got there first, and is waiting for it.

        Terry Pratchett, Reaper Man

      

      

      

      I didn’t sleep much that night.

      What little I got was plagued by parades of dreams. Groggy narratives 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. I stood in front of a projection of the Daughter as some angry teacher repeated my name.

      “Ratava. Nitin Ratava! Answer the question!”

      Reliving the first time I had seen a holo of Ambra Dawn. A life-size image in three dimensions, the shimmer of a poor-quality hololamp ghosting her form. I leaned forward to touch the red curls cascading down her shoulders. Her eyes glowed like giant pools of fluorescent water.

      I was to respond to some inquiry about her. The lecturer picked on different children to recite the lessons. I stood frozen, transfixed—struck dumb by her beauty and majesty. A boy of six overwhelmed and unmade in an instant.

      In this dream, the memory changed. The static holograph animated and turned to me. Her bright eyes locked with mine, and I bathed in a warm radiance. All else dimmed—the school, the instructor, the world. She remained.

      I drank those green pools, felt them draw me in like some wormhole in space toward another universe. A slow acceleration twisted my vision. I rotated faster around those beautiful, unblinking eyes.

      She opened her lips and whispered, “Nitin.”

      I woke shaking to the blaring of my alarm.
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        * * *

      

      I threw on my travel uniform. My lieutenant insignia glinted under the lights. I’d have to see if the colonel’s last words would include gaining another bar to the rank of captain. The promotion wasn’t so important to me. The destination was all that mattered.

      I packed few items, as instructed. My standard issue firearm, a Xixian gyrostabilized slug thrower. All-carbon composite, grid synchronized workhorse of the MECHcore. Since we served most of our time suited up, they didn’t get a lot of 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, cousins, friends. All the rest of her.

      I rushed out the door.
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        * * *

      

      The hangar buzzed with activity. As I walked inside, my stomach gurgled after a miscalibrated drone transport slung me from the barracks. The queasiness couldn’t suppress the awe. The mass of the hovercraft filled the space like a mountain, the classic image of a flying saucer to our pre-contact ancestors. Disk-shaped, protruding dome on top, it could handle a thousand soldiers at capacity. Not to mention cargo. Ring-bands of magneto-thrusters lined the bottom. They were potent enough to accelerate the ship into orbit.

      Troops were already marching onboard. Most were infantry for deployment at one of the Six Cities in the middle of the Sahara. These surrounded the Temple, housing human and alien engineers operating a massive network of esoteric equipment. Their purpose was to enhance the Daughter’s communion with the Orbs.

      The habitats perched over ancient aquifers below the sands. In that wasteland, water was life. Older geological periods filled the subterranean lakes when the desert was a jungle. So went the textbooks, anyway. For us grunts, mystery masked the dunes. Few had visited. Those who had never spoke of it.

      A handful of travelers would continue from the outer circle toward the Temple. Shrouded in secrecy, rumors recounted a gigantic structure embedded in the badlands. The Dish. A massive antenna that focused Ambra Dawn’s psychic spacetime powers. Accounts described it as buried under the sands in the bedrock. No holos, minimal reports, and more contradictions than established fact. Whatever was there, the occupants maintained the strictest silence.

      A lucky group who would be granted access to the inner palace of the Daughter was waiting for me near the hovercraft. Colonel Snowden stood with his hands on his hips. The black scowl on his face would likely turn a sandworm. Reflective shades concealed his eyes. I half expected cowboy boots to complete the picture. Standard issue soles ended my fantasizing.
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