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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

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Time is the fire in which we burn.

        —Delmore Schwartz
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        Who sees the future? I am conscious of being only an individual struggling weakly against the stream of time.

        Ludwig Boltzmann

      

      

      

      Demons defiled my dream at dusk.

      Misted light saturated the afternoon. A breeze caressed the grass of our backyard and sprinkled the strong smells of the plowed earth. Squinting into the sun’s glare, I skipped across the lawn to the edge of our cornfields. My short legs stumbled, my fingers stretched toward a tall shadow in the brilliance before me. I was five years old.

      The sun shimmered as my father’s frame refracted its radiance, and the shadow shifted to his familiar form. I leapt into his outstretched arms, squealing. His soiled hands gripped and swung me, his auburn hair dancing. I giggled as I stared into his gray eyes.

      He tossed me skyward. The ground receded, half grass-green, half rich red from the overturned soil. The cyan surrounded me in a strange stasis as my upward momentum eased. Gravity grasped my stomach and yanked me back to Earth and his arms, a thrill of adrenaline like fire in my limbs. Several times he launched me, and I went farther and laughed harder each time. Higher and higher I soared. The blue turned black surrounding a sphere painted with continents and seas. Bright stars lanced through a thinning atmosphere.

      For a moment, I floated, thrown so high I flirted with the field of force tethering me to our motherworld. The stars tugged, beckoning, luring me with a frosted intensity. My naive senses recoiled. Giddiness sharpened to anxiety. Something was wrong. Something unclean stalked the diamond-pricked blackness. Something searching…for me.

      Earth reasserted her will. Air rushed and howled in my ears. I darted through clouds and frothing air currents. To the edge of my vision, a patchwork of squares and rectangles replaced the colorful sphere. These expanded and resolved into the familiar patterns of my family’s farm. Twirling downward, I watched my father from above, waiting with arms overhead and hands held high. Was I going too fast, falling without aid from the edges of space? Could he possibly slow my momentum, catch me before I plunged like some fiery meteor into the dirt?

      But he did. With an embrace, he cradled me in his arms, extra momentum diverted into a dizzying rotation. I spun in circles with bubbling giggles. He wound to a stop and set me on the ground, my head a wreck and woozy, my legs wobbly.

      He beamed down at me, tousled my hair, and chuckled. “The sky is yours, Ambra Dawn. The world won’t hold you.”

      He filled his phrases with love, yet they clotted in my heart, an ominous echo of what was to come. Mirroring my deep fears, his face clouded. He focused behind me, rising from a stoop and scowling toward our house. My eyes followed him upward, and I turned to track his gaze.

      My mother planted her feet outside the back door that exited our kitchen. Her strawberry hair produced a waterfall in the wind. She stood still. Terribly still. Her face was stone-frozen, anxiety and fear etched in every line. She raised one arm at ninety degrees to her body, an arrow indicating the front of the house. She pointed, unmoving, a directional sign demanding obedience.

      My awareness rushed forward, braking beside her face. For one sharp breath, I paused. I followed her arm from the bright light of the day into the dim house, and out again by the front door to the falling dusk.

      Three black cars with tinted windows thrust headlight beams in my face. A troop of hulking men in suits spewed from them with hateful faces. My child’s body morphed to a preteen of eleven years while they brushed me aside. The shadows herded my parents into the house. I trailed behind, ignored and unwanted. A poisonous foreboding sickened me as I stumbled inside. The men’s dark clothes chilled like the emptiness of space encountered moments before.

      Moments? Or was it years? Separations of time. The way of dreams. For me, the way of life.

      They invaded our kitchen. The smaller men engaged my parents. The larger ones stalked like suspicious soldiers about the house and out by their cars.

      My mother’s words shivered with anxiety, shrill notes in her Irish brogue scraping the stillness of the room. “I don’t understand. We don’t know who you are. We can’t just be handin’ her over to you!”

      “Mrs. Dawn,” rasped the smallest man. The voice raised bumps on my skin. “We are a singular governmental division. We develop unique technologies for the military. One of these is a special laser. Army doctors have shown it kills cancer cells. We can promise a full cure, without major side effects. No one else can. But this is top-secret technology. We cannot share this with you or anyone else—not even your doctors. Her treatment must remain secret.”

      He took off his dark glasses, his face angled toward my parents and away from me. “A doctor in the Omaha unit is a friend of mine. He was direct with me—she won’t live past next year with current treatments. We are your last hope.”

      Tears dotted my mother’s cheeks.

      My father set his jaw. “Now, you look here,” he growled. “You’ve got no cause to be speaking like that and upsetting my wife. This is all irregular. Government or not, it ain’t my way to trust shadows. If what you’re saying’s true, we’ll work with you. But we got to know more.”

      “But, Frank, you heard him,” my mom began.

      “Never you mind what he said. I don’t like this talk. This is our Ambra.” He glared at the man. “She’s our world.”

      I dropped the wooden toy. A hand-carved mini-globe with the continents embossed on the surface. It struck the hard floor with a crack and rolled out of the kitchen to the living room. My heart constricted. The Earth. I didn’t want to lose it!

      The small man across from my mother turned.

      I screamed.

      I couldn’t help it. At eleven, it was overwhelming. That demon face—I had seen it before. In other dreams. Dreams churning inside dreams.

      His face was a splinter of a forgotten vision. It rushed back through me like nails in my veins. Flashes of future memories whipped my mind—pain, fear, loneliness, and horror. Each shard a facet of the mask worn by this fiend from hell, grinning back at me.

      I ran. I jumped from my seat and dashed like I’d never in my life. Behind me, the voices of my parents faded. Instead, the harsh barks of his soldiers blasted like gunshots.

      “Get her!”

      Horrible screams. My parents? I couldn’t stop running. A predator pursued unseen in the void behind. Its breath stank. Its fangs glinted, nearing, gaining ground. Claws extended to grapple my back and legs.

      I sprinted and my chest pounded, ready to burst. I raced over the manicured green of our backyard and into the thick forest of corn. The stalks slapped my face, arms, and across my neck. I wheezed like some dying thing.

      Where was I going? I didn’t know. Away. I had to get away.

      “On the other side of the cornfields!” something shouted in my mind.

      Safety! Through the fields, to the road, find a car, someone to help, protect me from pursuing monsters. Please. I was close! My panting whistled like a windstorm.

      A bright light flashed. A sharp pain. On my back, I gasped for air. A dark shape towered and eclipsed the moon. Warm liquid spurted from my nose as I choked. A mountain pressed me to the earth.

      The figure loomed, shrouding all light. In the shadow of his body, I saw that demon face again, smirking downward, mocking me with laughter.

      “We’ve hunted you a long time, little girl. Don’t think you can escape. Don’t ever dream you can escape from us.”

      I couldn’t speak. Fear, pain, and nausea dragged me like a lodestone. The world spun and shrank to a speck as darkness seeped inward. In a moment, all was black.
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        * * *

      

      The same dream. Experienced countless nights. The past reincarnated. Aching scars reopened. My deepest grief, relived.

      But this time, the darkness faltered.

      In that absolute black, I heard voices. Your voices. Millions of them. A tsunami rising, a chorus calling across the ever-changing fabric of time. And in a drowsing state, moments before waking, when inspiration meets the practicality of day, my eyes opened.

      The answer crystallized within my mind.
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        A child’s life is like a piece of paper

        on which every person leaves a mark.

      

      

      
        
        Chinese proverb
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        To those of us who believe in physics, this separation between past, present, and future is only an illusion, if a stubborn one.

        Albert Einstein

      

      

      

      Nothing is as it seems or as it might be.

      Stay with me for a while, hear my story, and you’ll understand. Understand your sweeping ignorance—of yourself, your loved ones, our enslaved world. Your naive ideas of truth. Maybe then, you’ll come to terms with how critical you are to what might someday become.

      On the cover of this book, you’re reading an author’s name. He believes this story is full of his ideas, born from his own mind. It’s not. I am writing it through him. In his delusion, it’s all part of a clever plot he’s stitched together, down to this very sentence saying he isn’t writing it. Instead, it is the effort of my mind reaching out, back through what you call time. I inspire him, shape his thoughts, convince him of this reality.

      Sound crazy? It is. I know it is. And I’m the one doing it. But it is also true. A terrible truth that will grow and grow with my words until it all but overwhelms.

      I don’t enjoy this, playing puppet master with this citizen of your time. But our need is hopelessly desperate. We have lost more than you can imagine. Nothing remains but ashes in the cold of space.

      I’ve done worse. This is dangerous, both for his mind and my own. Already, I have failed many times to send my message. Wayward efforts wrecked the receiving minds, driving them to madness. At other times, what has come out of the author is a story so warped by his own imaginings that my message is garbled. Your libraries hold some of these disasters. I pray this, my last effort, will not fail.

      You must understand so much before you can accept the message. Strange things. Horrible things. Things that can’t possibly be true but are. Understanding, you can find the faith to take the final step.

      You will need to break free from your shallow and misguided conceptions of time. This may be the greatest stumbling block. Isolated, time is a crushing monolith. A glacier pressing forward with a godlike, unstoppable force, flattening history. Time freezes the past. It is untouchable and unchangeable. And what will happen, the future, is imprisoned by the now.

      Can you hear the universe laughing at such childish ideas?

      The first dogma to release is that time is alone. Space and time go together, feed off one another, in grand loops and dances, changing both. I know this, I live this, because this unceasing dance performs in my mind’s eye like a rainbow in the mist.

      You must surrender the distortion that the past is set and the future immaterial. Spacetime is an ever-existing clay trapped inside the great bubble we call the cosmos. Like clay, it can be shaped, changing past, present, and future. Always with rules. But not yet with rules any creature has come to fully understand.

      These are empty abstractions, colorless phrases teaching little and distorting much of the living experience. I hope you will understand more as you hear my story.

      It is because of these truths I can reach you now, and only because of them that I need to. You see, as much as the future can reach back into the past, the past can reach forward into the future. And in our time of need, we need you of our recent past. You have a part to play in righting a terrible wrong, saving billions of lives, and reversing humanity’s horrific fate. Somehow in these pages, I must convince you of this. May I be forgiven if I can’t.

      My parents called me Ambra Dawn, and I am a Reader. And while I tell you my story, it is not mine alone. It belongs to all of us.
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        It seemed that our family had been on this land for thousands of years; that we had sprung from the earth, born of its flesh like a tree or a flower, deep-rooted, not by our feet, but by our hearts.

        Thea Halo, Not Even My Name

      

      

      

      I was born beside the yellow-green cornfields of Nebraska.

      My father was one of the last independent farmers in the Midwest. The great agribusiness corporations of the twenty-first century had eaten most. He was tall and lanky, in his mid-forties when I lost him. Of Scottish heritage, his fair skin reddened but refused to tan in the long summer seasons. He had crisp gray eyes and large hands that held me like a small ear of corn. And, just like the dream, he loved to toss me into the air, laughing with a thousand lines creasing his face.

      Remembering him now, I see he was beautiful.

      Unstudied and little learned, he had a real gift for predicting the weather. A more accurate forecaster than the best meteorological models, which saved more than one harvest. It was a stark sign of the terrible genetics that would combine to produce me.

      My mother was also beautiful. From a Celtic background too—an Irishwoman new to the United States. She found my father more than she met him, a destiny she orchestrated. You’d find her a stereotype out of a book of fables—a classic lady of the Green Isle. Pale and redheaded, fiery in spirit and with her tongue.

      The recessive genes just keep adding up.

      More than my father, she forecast, but beyond weather and into many areas of life. In the Dark Ages, fire and a stake might have been her fate for witchcraft. But my mother was a devout Catholic. Her abilities were all too natural. They sprang from a soft spot of unusual tissue and blood vessels buried deep within her brain. An odd but harmless clump of cells dismissed by medical science as an insignificant cyst. Pain would teach me the truth about these matters soon enough.

      Two years after they married, I was born.

      I got my mother’s red hair and green eyes. Both parents’ skin mixed in me to the palest white possible outside albinism. The real kicker? A combination of genes producing a tumor in my brain in the same place as my mother’s small psychic cyst. We’ll get back to that soon, because without the tumor, none of what I am going to tell you would have happened.

      In the beginning, I was just a normal farm girl. Well, maybe normal isn’t the right word. I was definitely a farm girl, though. With my first steps, I was playing with the animals, rolling in hay, and happiest with the earth under my bare feet.

      How cruel is the irony when I think back on what has happened to me. What I would give now to see the sky again. To feel the earth underneath, or to run the plowed soil through my hands. To believe it was still there, that it existed somewhere. That would be enough, more than I would ask for after this terrible journey.

      But normal, no. I can’t say I was ever normal. Normal means perceiving and reacting to life like most people. Resembling their behavior. Being treated in a like manner. One after the other, I lost all these things.

      First to go was seeing things like others. A perpendicular perspective always colored my experience. My mother noticed. She knew something was different about me, eyeing me like an artifact from another world. She loved me, don’t misunderstand. But she recognized an otherness about me that even a mother’s love couldn’t comprehend. Her own sixth sense would not be denied.

      In a way, that was good. I didn’t worry about surprising her or letting her down. I don’t think my dad understood, not even when they came to “cure” me. Which was good in its way, since his love never had to get through any walls and always reached me.

      But the first time I realized I was a freak was when my dog died.

      As a child, I experienced many wild and strange dreams. After I described a few to friends and my parents, I learned by their reactions to leave them inside my own head. Crucified unicorns. Cables crawling out of my eyes. Monsters with blades cutting into my arms and legs and skull. Drowning in an infinite avalanche of ghosts—that kind of thing. But I had learned the difference between reality and dream. Or so I thought.

      One night, I dreamed our sheepdog died. He dashed in a thunderstorm, barking at the deep subsonic throb driving some dogs crazy. In a flash of lightning, he seized and fell over. In the dream, I could see through him to the clot in his heart, and I watched a glow dim in his brain. I woke shaking and chilled but said nothing to anyone. Another nightmare to lock away and forget.

      When distant relatives visited, my dad would always drone about the weather. Then he’d tell the Flat Joke. “Well, it’s very flat out here this time of year.”

      Nebraska is really flat. The storms approach for hours. Three weeks after my dream, a tempest marched from the west. A horizon-spanning wave of gray mountains pushed across the plains. I shook, not because I’m afraid of storms, but because I was afraid of this storm. Because I’d seen it before.

      The sun darkened. The rain poured like electrified syrup. I froze as a horror film replayed my dog barking, running, and falling over dead in the grass. This time, I couldn’t see through him. But I knew. I knew what was inside.

      And I knew I was a freak.

      When your perception of reality diverges from that of others, you become divergent. I had eyes no one else did. They experienced visions in time. Not intuitions, not a vague sense of doom or excitement—revelations. They began in dreams but soon trespassed into the waking day.

      In my childhood, visions of the future were a minority. For a Reader, it’s a lot easier to see into the past. More and more, both kinds of visions intruded into my awareness. They disturbed my days and nights, walling me away from society. When you have seen your own birth, watched your mother scream in agony as she pushed you into the world like some deformed lump of lasagna, it changes you. When you can’t tell anyone these things, this private prison warps your consciousness. You form your own thoughts. Different thoughts. Thoughts imprinting your psyche through unique molds.

      And that is when you lose the ability to think in a normal manner.

      By the time I was ten, I was one odd little girl. I couldn’t relate to the kids at school or to any adults. Not with the endless parade of premonitions. Not with the divergent perspectives they brought. They were phantoms, always shadowing me. Playing reels behind my eyes, movies only I could watch. Boring. Interesting. Dreadful. Events I knew were real, or I feared would be real someday.

      I became ostracized by my peers. My teachers couldn’t reach me. My parents were distraught. They needed to fix me.

      And so, the evaluations began. Meetings with social workers. Examinations by psychologists. Doctors. And, at last, the neurologists. Brain scans.

      Finally, something concrete, something physiologically wrong with me that they could lean on. Something to explain all the weirdness and problems.

      And something that brought me to the attention of those dark forces really controlling the fate of our world.
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        Behind the ostensible government sits enthroned an invisible government owing no allegiance and acknowledging no responsibility to the people.

        Theodore Roosevelt

      

      

      

      If I could give you any one piece of advice to help you in your time, I would say turn off your TV and internet. Throw your phone into a river. Never look at it again. Take your video game console and controllers—build a bonfire. Don’t go online again.

      I’m completely serious. What I know and what you don’t, is that all our digital technology was not the product of our tremendous cleverness. No, it was a gift, from above. Or rather, a drug, a poison—electromagnetic narcotics for controlling clueless human herds. To Them, you’re all just a gene pool with potential. Tech keeps you docile and reproducing in ignorance. Meanwhile, the greatest show on Earth called human culture plays out. One giant sham.

      Some of you recognize it—you with still slumbering Reader gifts. It throbs deep in your bones. Some of you outcasts, on the streets or in the mountains or institutions. You knew all along much more of the truth than our comfortable and successful swarms. You’ve tasted that sharp sense of betrayal, the jagged lie plunged into your psyche. The gasping certainty swimming in your thoughts that things don’t fit.

      Well, they don’t. I’ll explain more as we go. Meanwhile, grab a book, go stare at the stars. Think. You’re a junkie, strapped into a pleasure tube—a pig ready for the slaughter, or worse. Don’t let them control your mind one more day.

      Advice from a former slave. Take it or leave it.

      My journey of bondage was about to begin. The brain scans defied wishful thinking. At eleven years old, I understood. Beyond the medial reports, I had my half-glimpsed dreams.

      At first, Reading the future can be like that. It’s more remembering the future than seeing it. Have you woken from a dream, details bleeding from your mind, staring dumbfounded at the remaining, colorless outlines? That’s a vision of a time to come.

      Most of them, anyway. Sometimes, like a horrid nightmare, the experience will overwhelm you. And like a nightmare, these prophecies will break your stable state of consciousness. Prescience provides a psychic slap to the brain, branding the details into your awareness. But those were rare in my early years. Mostly, I experienced half-remembered fragments I could never reconstruct.

      The visions of my own future were foggy. I struggled to retain the murky memories of my coming illness, of the soon-to-be nurtured tumor in my head. The doctors were amazed I could still see.

      The mass was the size of a golf ball—quaint to me now. It grew in the back of my brain between what the neurologists call the occipital and parietal lobes. These are big slabs of flesh doing different things. The occipital lobe, at the back of your head, processes visual information from your eyes (which are at the front of your head—God works in mysterious ways, believe me). The parietal lobe does a lot of things, like sensing where you are, navigating, working with numbers, moving objects.

      The tumor was expanding towards the occipital lobe like some elliptical missile, crashing into all those cells processing information from my eyes. The doctors couldn’t understand why I wasn’t blind already. My parents looked sick listening to all of this. I was half-scared, half-remembering some blurry future where all this awful stuff wasn’t nearly the worst that was going to happen to me.

      “It appears to be a fast-growing tumor,” one doctor said. “Many children’s tumors grow quickly, the cells dividing like the rest of the growing body, but worse. This is very serious, and very difficult to cure. We recommend you send her to specialists. We can’t treat her here.”

      So began the quest for oncologists across the country. Nebraska has great medical facilities in Omaha, but they referred me to Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center. My parents were on the phone for hours with doctors and relatives in New York. We’d all see enough medical offices to last a lifetime. And week by week, the brain scans showed the thing inside my head kept getting bigger. We prepared for a long trip to the East Coast.

      Then one day, just like the dream, without any kind of warning, three black cars with tinted windows arrived at our farm. Out of these black beetles rushed the men of the nightmare I relive over and over again. They barged into our home. They tried to convince my parents to release me into their “care.” And when my parents would not, they took me by force.

      When I woke from the blackness, I was dragged from the car by one of the burly men in a suit. He threw me over his shoulder, grunting as he carted me towards a long, metallic, one-story building. In my foggy state of mind, it seemed so unimportant, so featureless and unreal. But it would be my prison for many years to come.

      A place from which, as the man had promised, I would not escape.
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        Madam, I have come from a country where people are hanged if they talk.

        Leonhard Euler

      

      

      

      Trapped in their prison, before they sold me into slavery, I grasped in my heart I would never escape. Beyond freedom, I entertained no hope of living long. The things they did to me, the agony of each hour, convinced me I had gone to hell. Or hell on Earth, and my time here would be the final years of torture leading to my death.

      I possessed none of the critical knowledge I would later piece together. Their purposes lacked meaning. The damage they inflicted was random and obscene. Pure torment without any goal except to tear down my person, to shred all faith from the soul of a young child.

      Unconscious on the ground in the cornfields my dad had planted himself—that was my last day in Nebraska. That dark evening was my final glimpse of my parents. I never returned. Now, returning is impossible.

      I didn’t know what had happened to my mother and father. You might assume ignorance of their fate would have been a curse. It is also a curse to know the exact fate of those you love when that fate is evil. The past is not hidden from me. It wasn’t a year before I experienced a vision of their murder, the cruelty of the men who visited my house, how they disposed of their bodies without respect.

      I’ll spare you details. But I wasn’t spared. I suspected the truth, but the endless visions denied me the grace to hope or doubt. By the time I was twelve, I knew I was alone and in the hands of monsters.

      My eyesight had started to go, but I was way beyond expecting my captors to care. As you’ll see, it was quite the opposite; they wanted me blind. And they always got what they wanted.

      During my first year, as my vision faded, I was introduced to my new “home.” My new way of life. I learned for the first time how to live in constant fear. When I displeased them, they beat or starved me for the slightest infraction of their regulations. Again and again, they inflicted strategic suffering, until they bent and broke me into the shape they required.

      I became a giant exposed nerve, terrified of their cruel police sticks and electric wires. The farm girl was unmade. Her former threads were stitched into that of a caged creature, responsive to their commands. A well-trained animal.

      Their rules were both simple and strange. There were the practical, if harsh, rules about living. Where to stand and sleep and eat. How to behave, how to answer questions and obey.

      Speak out of turn to another child and the stick might smash. Out of your bed in the middle of the night? Because you needed to stretch, or pee, or think, or something? The cameras would record it. The next day, they might plug you into the wires, fire raging through you. Not so far as to cause permanent damage. They didn’t want to devalue their product. But it was more than enough for their purposes.

      The other rules were the scariest. None of the children could understand them. Nothing frightens a child more than incomprehensible demands and punishment for failure.

      Many days, the techs paraded us from our rooms and force-marched us down long corridors soaked in fluorescent radiation. We’d stop at glass-encased laboratories with rows of electronic equipment. They’d sit us there, dropping headgear that sprouted a hundred wires over our heads. Opaque glass masked our vision in the helmets. Noise-canceling tech blocked sound from reaching our ears. All sounds except the commands of the experimenters. They would ask us to describe what we saw, to find our way through labyrinths our eyes couldn’t see. When we couldn’t, they were displeased.

      My heart weeps for my twelve-year-old self, sitting alone with a giant steampunk cap on my head, surrounded by people who killed my parents, who beat and tortured me, and who asked me to see the universe in a way I did not understand.

      It was far darker for the less gifted children. Day after day, they stumbled and failed to progress. Day after day, the devils hurt them.

      It became clear I was special. Before they realized my improvement, I saw something when other stimulus vanished. More and more, I found my way through the trials they erected for me, although I couldn’t grasp the purpose. As my eyesight deteriorated—the sensory deprivation did little to take away what was almost gone—I developed a conscious new sense. Patterns, substance, something took shape in a place I couldn’t name, and I gained the power to succeed. And success was all that mattered. This hell had mangled me, broken my will. Luxuries, like purpose, didn’t matter. Meaning was irrelevant. Only that the pain stopped.

      Soon, I was all the rage with the people in white coats. How they fawned over me and smiled, happy with their little animal performing so well. They isolated me further from the other children. They subjected me to special experiments. Around this time, the operations began.

      Meeting Ricky before they started the series of surgeries saved me.

      Ricky was the one kid able to smile in this sterile place of cold lights and metal corridors. Silly and fat, a few years older than me, and an obsessed Red Sox fan who could name every player and team statistic since 1908, Ricky became my only friend. The others were too hurt, too traumatized, and too afraid to share with anyone. Like shocked lab rats, they huddled to themselves.

      Ricky braved beatings. He kept his spirit through the torment. And on occasion, he made me smile. Doesn’t sound like much, but in the depths of hell, a smile is a miracle.

      Once, I dared whisper to him in rations line. I asked him how he had the courage to dare the things he did.

      He smirked. “My old man,” he mumbled in his strong Boston tones, “beat me worse than this many nights, after he’d been drinking.” He leaned close to me, glancing over his shoulders, looking into my eyes, eyes seeing him as a blur now. “These whitecoats, they’re mean jerks and all, but they ain’t nothing compared to a good drunk.”

      He straightened as a whitecoat walked by, staring ahead. As she passed, I couldn’t help risking more words.

      “Ricky, why are we here? What do they want from us?” It was the first time I had asked anything since I arrived.

      He shook his head. “They won’t tell, and we ain’t gonna find out. What’s important is not them, but us. What we want, why we’re here. If we make it all about them, well—” he nodded toward the other kids, “—we’ll end up like them. Find your reason, Ambra. Hold to it. Don’t let them be your reason, or take yours away.”

      Too many damn words. Two whitecoats grabbed Ricky and dragged him out of line. To another beating. They gave me, their star pupil, a disapproving glare. I couldn’t stop a tear from running down the side of one cheek. My fault. Like so much to come. My fault.

      At the time, I didn’t understand his meaning. But his words stayed with me, circling in my mind. Months later, when I drowned in despair, they landed somewhere deep inside. They planted themselves, growing into a sapling. Inch by inch, root by branch, the seed became a great oak tree. With muscled roots and colossal arms and ten thousand leaves blowing in the wind of my soul. His words inspired me to find my reason, any reason. They saved me.

      It wasn’t long before they took Ricky away. He knew it was coming. “I can’t make heads or tails of these tests,” he hissed to me after a helmet session. “They won’t be keeping me.” He sounded sad but not defeated. I always remember that tone in his voice. He was going to lose everything. But he was not going to surrender.

      Our time together wasn’t long. We spoke brief paragraphs. I never knew the details of his face. But I will never forget him.

      Months and years of having monsters cut on you, carve up your skull and brain, and for such a terrible purpose—I was near surrender, my soul broken. But despite their violations, I found my way. I found my reason.

      Deep into the past I retreated, and out of the past I stumbled into my future.
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        True knowledge comes only through suffering.

        Elizabeth Barrett Browning

      

      

      

      He was younger than the other whitecoats, with a sparse beard and longish black hair. At least that’s how I remembered him from the earlier times he’d worked with me. Now, he was a featureless blur, and I knew him by his voice.

      The excitement was too much for him. He bubbled over with words he should not have spoken.

      “You’re special, Ambra,” he said as he yanked the helmet off my head. “We’ve never seen a child like you before. You’ve mastered all the navigation drills, succeeding in ways we don’t even understand. And the other things you’re doing…what are you doing in there?”

      When they ask you a question, you have to answer.

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      He stared at me for a quiet moment. “No. You probably don’t.” He sighed and turned away from me. “We haven’t had a visit in several years. Soon they’ll come back, and we’ll lose you.” He sounded genuinely distressed. Not for me, to be sure, but for losing his prize guinea pig.

      A thought brightened his tone. “But next week, a new phase in your training will begin. Next week is your first surgery!” he said, expecting me to understand the import of the statement.

      My expression disappointed.

      “You know what the surgeries are for, don’t you?”

      I was still naive enough to remember the original lies these criminals gave my parents before they murdered them.

      “No. Maybe…for my tumor?”

      His voice rose. “Yes, Ambra. Very good. For your tumor.” Talking to me like I was three years old.

      “They will take it out, finally? It’s getting hard to see.”

      Silence. My stomach dropped. In my small hope, I had spoken out of turn. Worse, had I said something bad? They hadn’t beaten or shocked me for a long time. The thought of either made me sweat.

      He spoke, his tone melancholy. “Yes, we’ve noticed your visual impairment. It’s not unexpected.” He set the helmet down with a thud on the counter. “Come, our time is finished here. I won’t see you for a few weeks, not until after your recovery. Over the coming months, we’ll see how you progress.”

      That was the first hint of what they were planning for me. It was also my first realization that my trials were part of something larger than this place. Who would come soon? What was navigation? And why was what I was experiencing and responding to in their tests so important to them?

      I had little time to learn more. The morning came and nurses whisked me into a prep room. They shaved me bald, drew on my burning scalp with markers, and plopped me onto a gurney. Other blurred figures wheeled me into an operating room. Bright bulbs burned my eyes, and the shapes of surgeons congregated above me. A needle pricked my arm, and a bag of liquid fed drops into my veins.

      The room shrunk to a point. I was on the outside of the universe.

      The lights and shapes rushed back to fill the room. “Wow,” I heard myself say.

      Away the doctors fled, and I gazed from infinity, the universe infinitesimal, my body a giant balloon. I plunged into black, darkness broken by a disorienting flash of pain and dizziness. My wild trip landed with a turbulent return to consciousness, lying in a bed, the room spinning.

      My arm still had a tube dug into it. My head felt twice its normal size. Still a balloon. I reached to touch it, my fingers pressing against a large and swollen thing wrapped in bandages. Sitting at my side was a blurry shape, the voice recognizable. It was my talkative scientist friend. Dr. Talkative.

      “You’re awake. Good. That’s good. The operation was a success. Aren’t you happy?”

      My throat hurt. I gargled a few phrases. “The tumor’s gone? Why can’t I see better?”

      His clothes rustled as he shifted in the chair beside me. “No, Ambra. The tumor is still there. It will always be there, growing larger. We’ve created space for it to continue expanding.”

      The words hammered me into the bed, pinning my arms and legs.

      “This will enhance further development of the unusual mass. The back and top portion of your skull have been opened up considerably.”
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