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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
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        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.”

      The room was losing oxygen. I panted.

      “The tissue proliferation will accelerate, so much pressure and hindrance removed.”

      “Please.” My skull. Open. Under the bandages on my head, the thing was growing. Growing growing growing growing.

      He chuckled, air blowing over my face as he turned toward me. “Don’t make a face! You have a section of new skull, composite material in place with a greater circumference. It will have to be replaced, of course, as the tumor spreads. Further enlargement will be aided by the enhanced blood supply.”

      Excitement discharged extra horrors from his mouth. His breath tasted foul.

      “The surgeons are very talented. They routed vessels from the occipital lobe over to the tumor. To better nourish it. This will accelerate the loss of vision, but that cannot be helped at this point.”

      A hand gripped mine, another patting it.

      “All that matters is the tumor. Your gifts come from it, Ambra. It’s your spacetime eye!” he chirped, laughing. “God, you’re going to be a star!”

      He dropped my arm and stood, walking out of the room. My limbs were still lead, too heavy to lift. I fought off hyperventilation as the monitors beeped in protest. Sweat soaked my neck.

      Alone and nauseous, I whimpered from the bed, a twisted mockery of a girl.

      And sure enough, a month later, I was blind.
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        I myself am time inexhaustible, and I the creator whose faces are in all directions. I am death who seizes all, and the source of what is to be.

        Bhagavad Gita

      

      

      

      My dad used to say every cloud has a silver lining.

      How much silver do you get for being stricken with a giant, literally head-splitting tumor that destroys your sight, a fake skull with grafted skin to cover the extra surface area of your head that will never grow a hair, leaving you looking like the hate-child of a bulbous-headed alien and a middle-aged man?

      Extraordinary powers. Check. A central role in a galactic power struggle between good and evil. Check. Extraterrestrial friends who became my new family. Yes.

      But all that was still to come. At the time, I got Ricky’s Red Sox cap.

      How did he do it? It shouldn’t have been possible with all the security and paranoia of this place. But he managed to smuggle his hat into this facility. He kept it hidden from the whitecoats. And when his time came, he hid it in my room, stuffing it inside the metal tube serving as one of the legs of my bed.

      I was lucky to find it. Or it was inevitable. My sight disintegrating, I used my hands and feet to explore my environment. I had to relearn how to walk, and my room served as a training ground. I took the first steps there, feeling the walls, furniture, and floor. My skin became a radar of its own. The air spoke as it changed directions and taste, telling me if a door was open or if some object sliced the atmosphere with its shape. As my sight died, my other senses were growing—including my other sense, but I’ll get to that later.

      Weeks of recovery followed my surgery. Whitecoats transferred me from medical back to my cage. Healing, I had lots of time to do nothing. The cameras didn’t much care anymore what I did. One day, stumbling around in my deepening blindness, I found the cap. Ricky had wrapped it in laces, rolled and mashed so it would never recover its intended form again. But it was his hat, all right. I knew from the smell. The “World Series Champions” embossed on the side didn’t hurt my deduction, either.

      Wearing the cap in this prison was my first step away from the pit of madness opening at my feet. My head was already too swollen for it, and this was just operation number one. I didn’t care. I unsnapped the back and yanked it over the raw wounds. The grafted skin burned, and my skull throbbed, but I wore it anyway.

      Silver lining? It covered the hideous addition to my body, giving me an almost normal appearance. My hair would grow in over time from the part of the scalp that still had roots. The hat hid the rest. From a distance, if you didn’t look too closely, I might just look like an unremarkable redhead sporting a baseball cap.

      I took to wearing it all the time. At first, the whitecoats sounded disturbed by my new fashion sense. But then—a miracle! Since I was their budding superstar, I got special privileges. They let me wear it without further comment. I guess they wanted to keep me happy, keep me performing.

      The other thing that saved me was retreating into the past. Not psychologically, where I retreat into my memories to hide (even if a lot of hiding occurred). I mean everyone’s past, including my own.

      As I learned later, a Reader’s power grows and matures fastest in adolescence. I was right in the middle of that, my whole body changing. It might have been something I could have obsessed about if I’d had the luxury. All the other cruelty shoved puberty far to the side. But at the same time I impressed them more and more in their little examination room, other things were happening to me. I was changing in ways they didn’t realize.

      One of the first changes was my growing power to enter the past. I still had future visions, but what captivated me, what gleamed in high-resolution detail, what I began to be able to control, were my visions of what had happened. Or, as I like to think of it now, what might have had happened. Like I said—past and future, both are fluid.

      In the dark and pointless hours in my cell, I traveled on long and grand adventures. Journeys to happenings of recent—and sometimes not so recent—history. Initially, I explored emotional touchstones. My childhood, my parents’ lives, important world events. As I learned to control my path through time, I extended my explorations farther.

      The practicality of Reading what had been, how it could impact my present and future, did not dawn on me until much later. Embarrassing I didn’t think of it earlier, but I was thirteen. And I was really screwed up.

      This developing ability allowed me to compensate for something tormenting me—my lack of education. Many children would be glad to be free of school. Not me. Years passed with an entire sea of human knowledge denied. My captors had not only made my life hell, but they also locked me from all the light of humanity. No books, music, or art. No new ideas or experiences to foster growth. They crippled me, left me ignorant and powerless. Sometimes I panicked, performing math problems in my head or reciting lines from poems I’d read. Desperate.

      Silver lining? My starvation for knowledge synergized with my growing tumor powers. I realized that, in the past, I had access to everything our species had achieved. So, I went looking for it. I launched myself into those visions, extending them, improving their clarity. I mastered the technique to maintain my attention on a specific segment of history.

      A phantom lurking in the shadows, I eavesdropped on humanity. Obvious places to linger were schools and libraries. But really, the entire world was open. Did I want to learn about great art? I could study at the Louvre. Advanced calculus? I could sit at the feet of Newton (not time well spent, let me tell you). I experienced the thrill of exploring oceans and mountains. I rode in zero-g above the Earth with astronauts.

      As the blackness clouded the rest of my life, the visions continued to shine in opposition. Through them, I could still see, see as vividly at times as I had with my eyes. I was blind, but in a strange way, I was not.

      It wasn’t always easy to find these elements of the past. When the visions first came, I did not control when or what I encountered, although they tended to involve things close to me. As I honed my skills over the years, I could dance through older landscapes, flipping pages in some ethereal tome. I achieved a bizarre education no human being had experienced, but one I would have traded in a second to be back on my farm with my parents again.

      The obsession with the past consumed me, and I allowed it to block visions of what was to come. Amazingly stupid, considering how useful knowing the future might have been. More baffling, I never sought out the history of this grotesque dungeon. I never examined the histories of its people, what and who they were, why they were acting as they did. How much could I have learned to help me cope, to escape my bonds? I can’t justify my inability to realize the significance of what I ignored.

      I can say this. I had sunk into a black hole of hopelessness, and through journeys into the past I had found light. It saved me, carried me through the experiments, the surgeries, the inhumanity of the place. I needed this different world too much. I guess a part of me ignored things closer at hand, however useful they might have been. The rest was more useful. It kept me sane in an insane life.

      A silver lining.
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        Most gods throw dice, but Fate plays chess, and you don’t find out till too late that he’s been playing with two queens all along.

        Terry Pratchett,  Interesting Times

      

      

      

      They were all happy, happy techies in the glassy room.

      The giant helmet came off and the usual lab clamor disrupted its imposed silence. Chugging ventilation. Machinery humming. Computer tones. I focused on the faster flits of motion of the team working with me. Their breathless motions, quick footfalls, and vocal lilts praised my performance. I was their local Olympic athlete, acing their silly mind games.

      The trials were becoming easier and easier. Boredom weighed on me, while their excitement grew. Early on, it was such relief pleasing them. I looked forward to each new session. I craved the attention, their encouragement, the anticipated equipment readouts when I’d finished. How quickly it all changed, thinking back on it.

      Some mysteries were yielding their secrets. This device they placed on my head stimulated the universe of my visions. Strap me in, turn it on, and I could “see” things created in front of me. Imagine a magic laser-disco ball, but, of course, nothing like that. A toddler gawks at the disco ball, awestruck. A child smiles and plays with it for a few minutes. Several times a week as a young teen? Well, its secrets were gone.

      By my fifteenth birthday, I’d endured six surgeries. The ripening tumor was a squashed softball in my brain. Ricky’s hat refused to balance on my distended skull. At least my hair could grow long again (on the sides). I vowed to myself never to cut it—in the dream place where I had such control over my life.

      My whitecoat entourage had grown to a team of ten, headed by Dr. Talkative. He loved to share the latest measurements of my malignancy. He’d update me on its slowing growth. He’d outline in pleased tones how it was stabilizing within my brain.

      As if I were a willing part of this. Like I was thrilled about being twisted into some grotesque monster, inch by brain-bulging inch.

      The pack of them bragged about my achievements in the lab. They wanted their own trophies for what I’d accomplished. I learned that whatever it was they were doing, they didn’t understand much about it. They could set it up, read the output, and conclude whether I was succeeding or not. But they understood nothing else. They buzzed around in their white coats, important and full of themselves. Twisting knobs. Pushing buttons. Recording data. But they were just clueless. People using a microwave with no idea what it’s all about inside.

      They were also ignorant about what I was seeing, blind to how simple it was all becoming. Underneath the helmet, my developing sense glimpsed a greater universe. One they could not perceive or imagine. As for my visions, past or future, they hadn’t a clue.

      The devils had cooked up this freak, but they couldn’t fathom what they had made.

      As I outgrew their disco ball, I aced all the tests. They became repetitive. Dull. Near the end, I could perform in the background, while I daydreamed or explored the past. That was the case on the day the news came.

      The team was bubbling with joy from my latest bored out of my mind performance. Dr. Talkative rolled into the room like a storm cloud. The hairs on my arm pricked at the tension in his voice and movements. I smelled anxiety in his sweat. The others saw it in his face. I bet it looked bad.

      “I have some unfortunate information,” he overstated the obvious. He glanced at the monitor. “Fantastic work today, Ambra.” He sighed. “You’ve outgrown us.”

      He placed his clipboard down with a clack and stepped back into the middle of the room to address his staff. “And like all children when they grow up, you must move on.”

      I heard groans and the awkward shifts of uncomfortable people. High-pitched notes squawked from a tech. “They can’t come now! She’s just showing us her potential!”

      A baritone carped, “They won’t care about what she can do, what she could become. They’ll strap her into a navslav ship, and she’ll waste away her life like the rest of them!”

      Interesting. While it wasn’t exactly comforting to hear I was doomed to a lifetime of servitude, the outburst opened my eyes, so to speak. Startled me for the first time since I had come to this place. To watch them fall from the top of the food chain—it was priceless! The fear in their voices. Who were these mysterious They who were coming and over whom they had no power? The whitecoats were my local nonbenevolent deities. It was discombobulating, but liberating, to see them shake.

      “That’s enough, all of you! It doesn’t matter what we think or want.” He paused. His next tones were a dirge. “As you know, we have, in our enthusiasm…tampered with their property. I believe it was a step in the right direction for science, for the potential that lies within the human race. But They may be displeased. I don’t have to remind you how serious the punishment can be for infractions.”

      Silence fell for a long moment. My heart thudded against my ribs.

      “Nevertheless, as your group leader, I will take full responsibility for these actions. I pray you will maintain your appropriate demeanor when our visitors arrive tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” someone gasped in disbelief.

      “Yes. For some reason, we didn’t receive their communication from the Belt. They are entering orbit as we speak. We are to prepare the children for transport in the morning.”
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        Once upon a time, Zhuangzi was dreaming that he was a butterfly dancing and flying about, joyous and free. He had forgotten that he was Zhuangzi. Then he awoke and felt himself solid and sure. But he didn’t know anymore if he was Zhuangzi who had dreamed he was a butterfly, or, a butterfly dreaming that he was Zhuangzi.

        Zhuang Zhou

      

      

      

      In orbit?

      What in the world did this mean? In my weird journey through the annals of human knowledge, visitation from aliens didn’t earn much respect. Like believing in ghosts. Sociology argued such claims were the current incarnations of demons or angels. “They are a projection of our well-documented, overly active imagination contextualized to the modern mythology,” as one lecturer put it. Harvard professor, I think. Respected astronomers pointed out many clear problems with extraterrestrial arrivals. The distances between the closest stars required centuries of transit. Hyperspace and warp-speed were conceits of science-fiction authors to enable their narratives.

      How ironic my future doomed me to hyperspace travel of a very real sort. A future where I’d navigate for aliens that couldn’t possibly be visiting us. It was a sad case of solid thinking being wrong and loony thinking being right. Well, I can tell you—life isn’t fair.

      It took me a while to fall asleep that night and my sleep was disturbed. In the early hours of the morning, a powerful vision shook my consciousness. I stood in a cavernous chamber carved from strange and unearthly material. The walls and ceiling resembled marble mixed with the dirt of a termite mound. Odd patterns and unusual color mixtures decorated the floors. Huge moss-green pillars sprouted like trees. Thick vines of stone erupted from the ground, climbing to the dome-like enclosure, supporting it in a hundred places.

      Rows of these columns converged on a colossal dais. On an ornate chair squatted a monstrous form, insectile, inhuman. Other beasts dragged a young man to the platform, their hard-shelled forms buffeting his soft flesh. Bloodied and bruised, his face tense with pain, he glared toward the raised throne. Chills shook me as I realized mangled human bodies hung from the walls as macabre decorations.

      The creature on the throne oriented a set of three eyestalks on what might have been a head toward the man. A coarse sound filled the room as it spoke in a hideous mockery of language. Awkward, translated by some device, the grating dialogue rattled the wide space in deep frequencies. The bone and artificial material in my skull vibrated.

      “Human Reader—you have lost the time. If you and we cooperate, you to be able to rescue your people. If you do not, these deaths here only a mild beginning will seem.”

      The young man slumped, yet a fire burned in his eyes. He clenched his jaw, and I remembered what he would say. Madness. I could not let him. I wanted to beg him to stop the slaughter I’d witnessed around that throne. Stop the pain lurking behind those metallic, insectile tones. Stop the terrible destiny rising to choke me like a poisonous fog.

      He cried out. “You can do with me as you wish, but another approaches. She will bring your end. You cannot hide—she sees all. I feel her. Beside me. She watches even now!”

      The experience overwhelmed me, and I lost the threads of the vision. I sat on my bed, cradling my knees. Tears poured down my face, and I fell asleep crying like a little child.

      I woke to the sound of my door scraping open. Rapid footsteps clattered toward me.

      “Ambra, you have to dress, now. You must come with me immediately.”

      It was one of the women, an aide on the experimental team. Her voice dripped with fear.
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        In the ordinary theory of relativity, every line that can describe the motion of a material point, i.e., every line consisting only of time-like elements, is necessarily non-closed. An analogous statement cannot be claimed for the theory developed here. Therefore a priori a point motion is conceivable, for which the four-dimensional path of the point would be an almost closed one. In this case one and the same material point could be present in an arbitrarily small spacetime region in several seemingly mutually independent exemplars. This runs counter to my physical imagination most vividly.

        Albert Einstein

      

      

      

      The room was dank and yellow.

      Dank because the staff had raised the humidity to some absurd level. Moisture trickled from anything it could condense on. Window glass. The metallic walls. A dark-green material like none I’d seen composing the bulk of the funky spacesuit in front of me.

      Yellow because the lights in the room were filtered. Another effort to comfort Squidy as he (she? it?) swam in the sea of whatever liquid was inside the suit—water? Or why the humidity?

      Squidy couldn’t have been more of an alien if it tried. Either that or some mutant octopus outfitted by the US government. A sack mockingly reminiscent of a head flapped from the top of it. It was a dark brownish-green, oblong, and squishy like an octopus’s head, but often invaginated. Deflating hot-air balloons popped into my mind. A random patchwork of protruding lumps suggested eyes of some sort. Long whiskers running off the head-sack gave Squidy the look of a cactus that had forgotten to shave for a few days. Octopusesque arms lacked suckers but sprouted thin dexterous tendrils at the end. These “fingers” manipulated objects floating in the suit.

      Okay, you are likely asking yourself, “How does she know all this? She’s blind.”

      It was impossible, but as I saw these things, it did not surprise me. The stress of this encounter shoved my brain into survival mode. My panicking neurons integrated my new Reader sense into my mind’s general scheme of decoding reality. Later, aboard the navships, I pieced together what had happened. Turns out the ability to see into the past has a practical application to the life of the blind.

      So bear with me for now and trust me when I tell you, my visual descriptions of the event are accurate.

      Dr. Talkative vibrated like a taut string, his face the aftermath of salmonella poisoning. The female aide led me beside him to a dripping, metallic chair in the middle of the room.

      What nightmare was this?

      I recoiled, my heartbeat sharp and quick, but she pushed me forward. Harsh straps hung from the seat for my arms, legs, and head. Their metal reflected the jaundiced light. I blinked, sweat pooling on my eyebrows.

      She pressed me into the device and clamped the restraints over my wrists. My breathing labored when she locked my ankles. My body shook when they placed the silver band around my head. She snapped it tight, and my neck jerked backward like someone yanked my hair. I couldn’t move my head. I couldn’t move anything. They could do anything to me, and I was powerless to stop what might be coming.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice shaking. She scampered away. The door to the chamber closed with a loud clank.

      “Try to relax, Ambra,” began Dr. Talkative. “You are property of the Navigation Conglomerate. A representative of the Sortax is here to examine you. You will speak when spoken to and obey all its requests. Your life and your future depend on its assessment of you today.”

      Squidy took over. There wasn’t any doubt it had been in charge the entire time, of course.

      It spoke. The sound shook me further. The artificial voice of a translator carried a tone and quality I had heard hours earlier in my dream. The voices of the insect throne room barked from a device a few feet before me. Images of mutilated corpses flashed through my awareness.

      “They are that, which they changed?” it rang out.

      Adrenaline raced through me as I parsed the question.

      Dr. Talkative bailed me out. “He’s asking about the surgeries. He means our operations with your tumor, Ambra.”

      “Yes, I guess, I am.”

      “They are that, which were not authorized.”

      I didn’t respond, assuming it was a statement and not a question. Dr. Talkative squirmed. Squidy floated about, jerking its appendages every second or two.

      “They will serve in navslav the ships and supervised. They with value, exchanged for with the Dram.”

      A small glowing object drifted into the path of several tendrils inside the suit. The tentacle holding the device reached out toward me.

      Brightness. Fire. Agony. My mind burst.

      I shrieked, howled, slobbered all over myself, and tore a chunk from my cheek. Truly, I had never experienced pain. Not the surgeries, not the beatings or electric shocks, nothing prepared me for that flame. You don’t have my tumor, my sixth sense. I can’t explain it to you.

      A light thousands of times too strong for your eyes? Flooding all your experience, tied to two red-hot iron knives? Drive them together into your sockets, sear your optic nerve, and cook your brain?

      No. That’s not half of it. In an instant, my unique window to the universe transformed from gift to curse. It became the raw skin over which a terrible acid burned. Every muscle in my body convulsed. I projectile-vomited across the room, coating my visitor and Dr. Talkative in the process.

      As the pain ceased, the world dissolved, and the next thing I knew, the sad woman hovered over me, calling my name. She wiped my mouth clean and removed a needle from my arm, her face blanched to match my own. Sweat beaded on her forehead.

      “Ambra, talk to me. Are you okay?”

      “Mom. I want my mom.”

      The woman blinked away tears. “I’m sorry. She’s not here. Please, you need to wake up, now. They need to question you more. They can’t wait for you to get any better.” Anger tinged her tone.

      She brushed another cold, damp cloth over my face. I tried to focus, to bring my concentration back from the pit of hell still burning around the edge of my consciousness. My mind was winter sap sliding down rough bark. It staggered forward. The dank room resolved. Two forms in front of me distinguished themselves. One horrible, from a nightmare. The other the man who had mutilated and deformed me, changing me into something powerful but also terribly vulnerable.

      “Ambra,” started Dr. Talkative. “We are sorry for that…disruption. You were being scanned with a device designed to probe your powers of perception. Only it is calibrated for a normal Reader. You are not a normal Reader. The signal was too strong,” he stammered, shaking his head. Later, when examined by the doctors of the Resistance, I would learn I had almost died that day.

      “Enough,” clanged out the voice translator. “We again scan.”

      “No…please…” I begged them.

      I would have done anything at that moment to prevent them from scanning me again. Given them anything. Promised anything, said anything. I would have debased myself with all my heart. It would not have mattered what—jump off a cliff to my death? Sure. A thousand times easier than being scanned.

      “Ambra, it’s okay. We’ve lowered the signal strength considerably. It will be safe now. You must be conscious for the examination. Let us know if you are in pain.”

      “The pain do not constitute,” it injected.

      “She may be valuable to the Dram,” Dr. Talkative noted.

      “They may be,” it concluded.

      It raised the device toward me again. I tensed, and while the experience was painful, I tolerated it. Despite the discomfort, it was interesting to some abstract part of my awareness. The patterns! This was the advanced version of the disco ball. Disco Ball 2.0. The structure and substructure. It was like nothing I’d experienced from the headsets. When it ended, images of dancing shapes in multiple dimensions burned as afterimages in my tumor, staying with me for days.

      “Not authorized,” it sounded out as the visions faded. “They are for the navships.”

      “No! She is more than that! You can’t fry her mind and expect to get a meaningful scan!”

      The creature turned its earthsuit-encased form toward Dr. Talkative. The scientist shrank like a shadow at noon.

      “Not authorized,” it spit, lumbering to a door at the other end of the room.

      As it left me and the doctor alone, relief washed over me like a cooling rain. A relief in the presence of a man who had carved me into the freak I was. Relief because, however traumatized we both were, whatever he had done to me and whatever had been done to him over the years, we were human. Until you have encountered the alien, the truly alien and not simply strange, you will never understand the deep comfort the nearness of another human being brings. Even your tormentor.

      I shivered, wet and stinking in my stained clothes, still strapped into the metal chair and unable to move. Every piece of my body ached.

      Dr. Talkative looked at me and closed his eyes. His hand reached out and pressed a button on a controller hanging from a string around his neck. Water droplets maintained a slow rhythm, plopping against the floor as they fell. The door behind me squeaked and footsteps clacked through his defeated tones.

      “You’ll leave tonight with the other children.”
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        Time has no specific character of being. In relativity theory the temporal relation is like far and near in space. I do not believe in the objectivity of time. The concept of Now never occurs in science itself, and science is supposed to be concerned with the objective.

        Kurt Gödel

      

      

      

      I’m sure it must be exhilarating for kids to leave home for camp. Journeying away from the parents who have always cared for them. Living with strangers, new rules, dangers, and opportunities. Or going to college, stepping out for the first time as an adult, exciting although you might have a safety net most of the time to fall back on. Adventure!

      To hell with adventure. I was scared. Terrified, actually. Just a few years before, I had lost a beautiful life—a nice home with parents I loved and who loved and cared for me. I spied on the past and witnessed their murder. The villains who had destroyed my family moved on to torturing and deforming me. Where was I captive, but in hell?

      But this terrible place transformed. Now it was a haven, a refuge compared to the infinite dark and alien waiting above. These creatures would take me and some untold number of kids with them like trained animals. Rip us away from our home planet and from any sense of security or the familiar.

      How could I cope? I would see many an Earth child not cope, their body degrading, their mind fracturing. Hordes wasting away or exploding in lunacy. And They removed the sick efficiently.

      I sat in my room, wearing the long and featureless robe handed to me. My hands tensed in my lap, cold, twisted over one another. I had no belongings, no mementos of family, no toys, no evidence of a life of any kind. The one artifact was the Red Sox hat, perched on my bulbous crown, and I didn’t know if it would survive what was coming. I gazed, unseeing, over my bare room as the minutes crawled by, one unit of time shuffling after the other. Waiting.

      The door swung open, and I jumped. It was Dr. Talkative, which was unusual, as he had never visited my room. He was alone, which was also unusual, since his staff and team always followed him or lurked nearby. The door closed with a click. Metal screeched as he dragged a chair across the stone floor toward me. With a sigh and disturbance in the air, he sat down.

      “Ambra. We don’t have much time. They will call soon for the children, and we must deliver you to the docking chamber.”

      He shifted his weight, and the seat squeaked. I waited for him to say whatever he was there to say.

      “It’s unfortunate what happened during your examination. Years of hard work destroyed! All because that clumsy Sortax representative would not listen to me. I know you are capable of so much more.”

      Tears dropped down my cheeks. After everything, after all they had done to me, despite the sense of strength and rebellion I’d gained the last few years—it all evaporated. I crumbled into a small ball. Nothing existed but the desperate guilt of a wayward child.

      “I’m sorry,” I whimpered. “I really tried.” Sobs shook my shoulders, breaths choked as I fought to hold the shame inside.

      The strangest thing happened. My abuser rose and sat next to me. He placed his arm around my back. I couldn’t help but stiffen.

      “Ambra, listen to me,” he said as I stifled my sounds. “Humanity is in a terrible place. There is so much you don’t know.”

      His voice turned guttural. He licked his lips.

      “Cattle. We’re nothing more than bipedal cattle to these aliens. Dumb masses dancing. Ignorant. Stupid. And the rest of us? We’re the worst.”

      He shuddered beside me, his arm a claw tightening across my torso. His speech dropped an octave.

      “I’m sorry for what I’ve done to you. Years ago, before They took me, I would have been ashamed of it. Perhaps I am inside, still. Because I chose what I thought was the easy way. Became their willing slave. To succeed in this sick system—it was all that mattered.” He inhaled. “Don’t you make this mistake.”

      The arm jerked away, and he grasped my shoulders, turning me toward him.

      “I’m going to tell you something no one else knows, something important. For the human race. Something I’ve buried, denied, rationalized away for years.”

      What was I to say to that? Nothing made sense. Nobody was sane.

      “Please, just listen and remember. You can’t process right now. I know that. But you will, later.”

      He dropped his hands to the bed. His voice became a whisper, tones strange and inflected. It was like hearing scripture.

      “Many years ago, when I first came to this place, still working as a tech with the new children, there was a young boy. Not much older than you are now. He was preparing to ship out, just as you are tonight. I’d given him his last series of shots like you got earlier. I was about to walk away when he spoke to me. He was a very gifted child. Second only to you, Ambra, in what he could do with the spacetime matrices. He stared at me with his deep-brown eyes—I’ll never forget. His eyes or the words that came out of his mouth.

      “‘Doctor, a young girl will come. She is the sunrise. She will see with truth into the darkest night. She is our hope, the savior of this world in its coming trial. You will recognize her by her signs, and you will understand after you have sinned against her. Before the end, you must give her my message: Daughter of Time, you must wake. Fear not to gaze forward and walk the terrible path set before you. We are waiting.’”

      He paused and cleared his throat, his phrases cracking.

      “These were his last words the day I handed him off to a life of slavery. I shrugged them off, thought them mad ravings, pushed them out of my mind. Then you came and my ambition blinded me to everything except your astounding gift. I did not hear his voice. Or would not hear it. Even as the prophecy returned this year to haunt my dreams.” He shivered. “Now, I can’t stop hearing them.”

      He cupped my head in his hands. I assumed he was also staring into my eyes to make an impression. Of course, I could see nothing.

      “I want to say those words again. Daughter of Time, you must wake. Fear not to gaze forward and walk the terrible path set before you. Ambra, he meant you. He was a powerful Reader, and he forecast your coming. He found you in the fields of time. Listen to him. I can’t undo what I’ve done, but I can do penance. Don’t be afraid. Survive. It may be you are important beyond the hopes of humanity.”

      He exhaled, stood, and walked to the door. “My actions have doomed me. They will make an example of my tampering. My final hours, my last minutes, I’ve spent giving this message to you.”

      Scurrying feet and raised voices grew from the hallway. Intermixed, I heard the chilling echoes of the voice translators. They were coming for us.

      “Forgive what I have done and remember his words.”

      The door opened and slammed, the air pressure slapping my face. The swelling sounds outside spiked in intensity, an avalanche rushing my door.

      I was going mad.
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        A journey of a thousand miles started with a first step.

        老子 Lǎozǐ (Lao Tzu)

      

      

      

      When you first see as a Reader, you have no framework, nothing to connect with the singular sensations you develop. Your brain works the weird information into all its preexisting neurological patterns—images, ideas, emotions. Dreams are an arena to wrestle with these experiences as your subconscious decodes the strange data.

      Soon after this, the new universe leaks into your waking mind. Visions become the product of this confusion. That’s as far as most have gotten in human history—seers, prophets, lunatics. A supplementary sense organ in a minority of the population, stunted in its maturation. Granting a distinct sight but stealing sanity.

      The irony? In all other things, we humans are the idiots of the Milky Way. We are the least evolved intelligence, life-forms others consider backward and primitive. Beyond Earth, we’re worms enabled by the aid of more advanced creatures.

      In this universe, where we have so little to offer, our one value is in prescience. Our odd talent rivals, and often exceeds, the gifts of species far more developed in every other way. An accident of evolution making us the idiot savants of spacetime.

      They harvested us through human farmers. Centers like mine in Nebraska selected those with potential. They handed us to fiends, who carted us across the galaxy. For breeding programs. Cloning attempts.

      And, most of all, for the navships. Scattered about star systems and nebulae, entombed in oppressive and harsh prisons, humans serve the space-faring needs of many creatures that are otherwise disrespectful, contemptuous of our very existence and presence among them. We are a necessary evil.

      With me, their pet humans got carried away, and before they realized, my captors had created an anomaly. A monster for all involved, human and other. Because, while I am certainly monstrous to my fellow Earthlings, my gift is a terrible threat to the galactic hegemony of the Dram—of them, you will hear more soon.

      In me, the Reader organ is beyond developed. It has become my dominant sense, unfathomable even to the most powerful Readers of any species. I no longer can see the light of day, but I can see the energy of tomorrow and yesterday. I don’t possess the words to paint for you the visions I experience. But I can say it isn’t different in spirit from what I saw with my eyes: beauty, horror, and everywhere, existence.

      As the ship plowed through the Earth’s atmosphere, I was still, as far as my potential, very much asleep. A sleep that was, as I tried to explain, more psychological than anything else. I wasn’t ready to accept what I was becoming or to grasp the power my unique insight offered to me. I would take that journey one clumsy step at a time. But that time approached. The last words of the captured Reader lodged in my mind, buried like a bomb waiting to shake the galaxy.

      I suppose a trip into space should be described with inspiring images. Breaking through the atmosphere! Encountering the first blackness and stars or the sunrise over the edge of the Earth. But mine was no pleasure cruise. For the children onboard, our hosts served claustrophobic chambers, turbulence, and near asphyxiation.

      From the facility in the Midwest, they marched us down a long corridor into a vast hangar under the night sky. Outside. I hadn’t been outside the gray walls of that glorified cage for years. The freshness of the air was a miracle. In the expanse of heaven above, the beautiful Milky Way glimmered. I gasped as wind walked along my skin again. The children stumbled forward with me to an existence where they would lose all that was familiar and loved.

      The chamber rivaled a sports stadium. In the middle was a spaceship. Knowing more about these things now, I can say it was a surface transport, designed to ferry cargo planet-side from a starship. But at that moment, it was the first time I had seen anything like it, and it was overwhelming. The behemoth was as big as a tanker, shaped like a cross between a flying saucer and the space shuttle.

      Doors to the building sealed shut behind us, the adults locked within. The earthsuited Sortax remained. A hundred children trembled before the monsters, their ark, and the fate awaiting above.

      We crept quietly in our thin robes, fog escaping our lips in the winter chill. Several sobbed, and one or two broke down and refused to enter. The Sortax extended a dark rod towards the child, screams echoing. The awful translators ordered the crumpled shapes to move forward in line. After such pain, each did.

      Inside the craft, it became clear how alien we were. The vessel was designed, of course, for its crew, the sea-dwelling Sortax visiting land with their many arms in water-filled suits. Liquid occupied most of the inner chambers. I marvel now at the compensation the Sortax must have used to offset the weight. There were airlocks (“waterlocks”?) of a kind for the natives (Them), that we bypassed without engaging. A short tunnel led to our holding pen. Once all the children had entered, our new masters sealed us off from the rest of the ship.

      Sealed off from the rest of the ship.

      That summarizes the interactions of humans with the diverse aliens that we encountered. Compatible environments were rare. Some species depended on liquid medium like the Sortax. Others required various gaseous environments. Often these gases were toxic or otherwise incompatible with our survival.

      One ironic exception turned out to be the Dram, the Romans of our galaxy themselves, their planet located on the other side of the Milky Way. They evolved in an atmosphere with a similar oxygen and nitrogen content to Earth. The other were the Xix. They needed a small modification to an Earth-like atmosphere, which they achieved through a device worn around their necks in our presence. Well, if you could describe the Xix as having necks.

      In most ships I was on, our captors walled us off in our own climate-controlled cells. Controlled was always a loose term. Conditions just slightly better than unsuitable for human survival were the norm. That was my impression when we entered our chamber on the Sortax ship, although I now realize their efforts exceeded those of many.

      At the time, once the doors closed and we were at the mercy of their atmospheric system, it was oppressive. The air was acidic, burning our throats and eyes. It stank in an undefinable manner to our senses—alien and sickening. We sweltered in the noxious climate.

      A single human waited inside. Her skin was gray, with cyan veins running like vines across her face and bare arms. Her hair was patchy and her eyes empty of expression. She motioned to the makeshift seats and straps, demonstrating their use without a word, placing herself within the restraints.

      The rest of us gawked but moved to copy her motions as the walls rumbled. I’d just finished deciphering the buckles when the ship lurched into the sky. Several children, who were not prepared, flew to their deaths or serious injury. It made no sense. If they wanted us, why treat us like this and risk our lives? Some sort of demented natural selection for the best slaves? Or simply that they had a lot of meat they could grind through from Earth?

      The ride to the starship was short. After a jarring docking (I bet such dockings weren’t so bad for Sortax floating in water) and a long wait (likely for the Sortax to leave the ship and to pump out the liquid for our exit), our hatch opened. We peered through the space to see what awaited us.

      Standing in the doorway were two Earthlings. Male, they wore thick, worn robes with strange markings across the back. They were perhaps in their twenties, although they looked older, drawn and poisoned like the woman who had ridden with us. As I was to learn, living under alien care was harsh. Lifespan was shorter than on Earth. Most of us did not live beyond forty years, and by the time we hit our thirties, we looked sixty.

      Our silent stewardess limped past us to form a group of three adults. A moment of relief swept through the children. Adults! One of the men spoke, strangling that hope.

      “No words,” he barked. “You will do as you are told and prepare to serve the Sortax. This is a training vessel, and you will be instructed in guiding the navships to the Orb portals. Nothing else matters to your existence. If you cannot perform, you will be discarded. You are to report to us or other human shepherds. Under no circumstances are you to attempt any contact with non-human residents of any ship. Follow us to your quarters.”

      The three turned, and retreated from the portal, leaving us stunned and empty. One by one, we stood and stretched our sore bodies, bounced by the trip through Earth’s atmosphere. We drifted through the doorway to our new life.
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        I am become Time, the destroyer of worlds.

      

      

      
        
        Bhagavad Gita
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        To delve into the deepest mysteries of nature and discover the underlying truth has been denied us, but with the right imagination, a hypothesis may explain many phenomena.

        Leonhard Euler

      

      

      

      So my new life began. A life of military constraints, claustrophobic imprisonment, and protracted training periods. The most painful? The horrible separation from my homeworld and everything familiar.

      Chronobiology failed us. In space, without night or day, without anything to mark time, existence staggered. Our circadian clock misfired. How much time since our abduction? How long had the navigation sessions lasted? The orderliness we took for granted and depended on vanished, and with it, all sense of normalcy. It paralyzed the psyche. Losing connections to Earth, its rhythms, its air, its life, many lost their sanity. The Sortax removed these victims, and they were never seen again.

      It might have been the same with me. My being is tied to the soil and the seasons. In the metallic and sterile labs, I’d suffered for the disconnect from the land. You should remember, I’m a farmer’s daughter. In the void, it was so much more terrible. But I had developed a unique relation to time and space. I saved myself again by exploring the past, finding echoes of Earth in visions.

      Those who continued, in whatever ways we could, were kept busy adapting to the harsh conditions. We learned to swallow the disgusting material they dispensed to us as food. Function in the toxic air. Sleep on the cold metal shelves. Disregard privacy and cleanliness in an environment not designed to comfort human sensibilities.

      Above all, we learned to pilot along the Strings that spread from the Orbs.

      Through our training, we gleaned some kernel of explanation, the reason our Earth masters had taken us from our families. They had tortured us, trained us, tested us, honed our other sense, all to mold Readers into high-tech beasts of burden. Humanity’s children bore the weight of an entire galactic civilization. Without us, interstellar travel would grind to a halt. Trade would wither. Star systems would starve. Our suffering, our terrible losses, it was all for the benefit of a culture that excluded and exploited us.

      The first surprise came when the new headgear dropped over our eyes. Disco Ball 10.0. A laser lightshow labyrinth. Confusion and fear struck the other kids. But for me, I woke to a bright, sunlit city I had glimpsed only by moonlight.

      Whatever these upgraded helmets did, they channeled the “stuff” of my vision. They brightened it with great contrast. Still limited to a certain color, so to speak, in a single dimension. It was beautiful in its way and yet tempted me with greater vistas to come. But within the monochromatic hues lay a skill we had to master, on penalty of death.

      First came the simulations. A repetitive drill we experienced a hundred times. From a disembodied perspective, I would see myself approaching a complex sphere of light.

      To call a real Orb a sphere is a criminal distortion. The word reflects the biased view of humans and aliens who cannot perceive the entity in fullness. Inside an Orb were endless layers entering independent dimensions beyond those we can discern. My mind’s other sense could see in those hidden directions. The substructure dove deep into spacetime. The Orbs were more like infinite webs whose projection in three-space was a humble sphere. The simulations captured faint shadows. When we approached a true Orb, its beauty astounded me.

      Our training was not focused on the Orbs themselves, but on the tendrils, the glowing Strings that spread from them. The Strings extending from an Orb traveled in many dimensions and were pregnant with possibilities. The sims reflected those limited to the visual directions. It was along those lines we were to direct the point of view (the ship in reality), when the time came to steer in earnest.

      We spent weeks guiding little simulated spaceships onto the projections. One after the other in an endless parade. The galactic economy depended on this skill. The Strings served as shortcuts connecting any two Orbs. They cut the travel time between stars from eons to hours. I didn’t understand how this happened or why these Orbs existed where they did. For the present, what mattered was perfecting the ability to help our masters navigate.

      The aliens possessed the technology to exploit the Strings but not the capacity to peer into the spacetime matrices and plot a course. The starships required Readers for this. Readers came from many of the worlds connected by the Orbs. Or, increasingly, and far more cheaply, from the primitive world of Earth. Earthlings were bountiful in Reader potential and powerless to defend themselves from the superior technological development of the creatures depending on our singular talent.

      I adapted to the tasks without problem. My unique organ granted me advantages no other human or extraterrestrial possessed. Unlike the labs in my previous prison, my mastery did not bring me advancement or attention. It went unnoticed. This ate at me until I realized it was not individual humans guiding the navships, but the collective. Our average effort was being used by the aliens to guide the ship to the appropriate String. I guess it made sense. Individuals make mistakes. But averaged over the whole, the outliers, the errors, disappeared. The aim was true.

      It was accurate, but slow, inefficient. Frustration set in as I participated. I was always sure how to direct the craft, but the group movement was stumbling molasses, bypassing the fastest routes through spacetime. But I was one of a horde, and no one understood my potential.

      The Orbs distracted me from my frustrations. Soon they occupied all my attention. So much complexity! Far more interesting and inspiring than hitching rides on Strings. The sim Orbs displayed little of this. But as we progressed, we made more frequent approaches to the Orb in orbit between the asteroid belt and Jupiter.

      Our Orb was resplendent, incandescent compared to the other objects in space. Our bright sun, a ball of radiant energy in the electromagnetic spectrum, was a dim and dull object in comparison. The Orb, no larger than a major Earth city in observable dimensions, shrouded a terrible and extended beauty. Within it a pregnant cosmic potential throbbed that longed to be reached, explored, and tapped.

      I focused more on the Orbs than the purpose they had set for us. These close approaches were an opportunity, not to navigate, but to study, to peer behind the veil. I dove into that project. In the Orbs, I imagined pathways, like trails in the woods, locked off by fortified gates of light. Roads to the past, the future, elsewhere. Was there a latch on the gate? I looked. More and more I looked.

      Until one of the group leaders called me aside.

      “Your scores have dropped. You must raise them or face elimination.”

      So they monitored the individual performances in the horde.

      “What are the Orbs?” I dared to ask.

      “They are a mystery. We do not approach them. We use the spacetime distortions they propagate to travel through hyperspace between them. Stick to your lessons, or you will face elimination.”

      He lumbered away like a robot, and I knew he meant what he said. As hard as it was, I tore my attention from the Orbs and back to the assigned task. Our initial group of over one hundred now counted less than twenty. Attrition from madness, illness, and poor performance took its toll. But performance improved. The paths to the dynamic tendrils, while not optimal, cut a lean route through spacetime.

      As we approached the Earth-Orb for the last time, the Sortax instructed us to guide to a particular String. As we did, a power surge rattled through the walls. We held our course and neared the String. The spacecraft entered its flow.

      How did this appear to the human eye? Unremarkable, I would guess. Vision responds to such a limited band of electromagnetic radiation. The Orb and Strings would be plain and dim, the starship suspended in the emptiness of space. The craft would accelerate, vanishing to a point as it exited perceptible dimensions. Odd, no doubt, but bland.

      My “eyes” transfigured the process. In the bright and glowing stream of the String, radiance diffused through all materials and structures. A churning river of luminescence bubbled like rocky rapids. The glow mesmerized me, put me in a trance.

      Time Turbines engaged in a gleaming swirl, whirling us down a cosmic bathtub drain. A strange sensation tugged my innards and turned my body inside out. My mind drowned in showers of complex patterns of resplendence and twilight.

      Infinity erupted and strobed over me. We plunged through hyperspace toward a distant world.
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        It is unnatural in a large field to have only one shaft of wheat, and in the infinite Universe only one living world.

        Metrodorus of Chios, 4th century BC

      

      

      

      I should explain how it was I became able to “see” surrounding events. My descriptions to come all depend on this ability I tapped into on Earth during my first meeting with the Sortax. Our inaugural hyperspace journey was to their homeworld, and over Sortax seas, this skill reawakened. This time, I recognized what I was doing and began to control it.

      The potential to visit the past, providing me with education and refuge, offered something else immediate and practical—the power to form images of my environment. My mind weaved my sixth sense into visual metaphors from memories of my lost sight.

      These are what visions are for a Reader, the blending of our unique sensory impressions with imagination. It’s a painting to help us understand the incomprehensible. Perhaps if we had developed the ability to Read as infants, we could do without a substitute. We would “see” in this new way just as we see with our eyes or smell with our noses. We wouldn’t need to frame the experience with another sense. But our abilities activate near puberty, when much of our brain is set and less plastic than it once was.

      Initially, I used this power to make discoveries I could not have known any other way. The further from my own background, the harder it was to “see,” as if strange subjects were at a greater distance. Naturally, many of my greatest interests were very far away. “Seeing” the details of the unfamiliar required great concentration, and I had to practice discerning histories at such distances in any useful manner.

      The significance of events near in time, those things easy to perceive, I had failed to comprehend. I’d ignored them. Why? I considered them obvious, and early on part of the world I was seeking to escape emotionally.

      Then the Sortax came to Earth. In the panic and dread of the deeply alien, my survival instincts focused my awareness. My other sight concentrated on moments of the immediate past and close to me physically. Reading the proximal present is hardly different from seeing the present. As a bonus, I had the flexibility to see beyond the limits of eyesight. Spacetime allowed me to explore with wider vision.

      And so it was and became again as we descended through the turbulent atmosphere of the Sortax homeworld. My mind converged on the imminent present, and at last, I understood what I was doing. This ability freed me from blindness and granted me an exceptional sight. It was also the launching point for the next steps of my development—the exploration of the near future and the much harder and powerful search for major events to come.
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        * * *

      

      Once through the clouds, the vastness of the planet inundated me. Three times the size of Earth, the globe’s expanse glinted with a sheen from purple water. A descending orbit traversing two-thirds of the circumference of the world and no sign of land. Not a small island or ice cap. There would be nothing to “land” on. These aliens lived beneath the waves, and under them we would be going.

      The starship arced and made a swift dive toward the violet seas. Impact with the surface jarred my teeth. The howling atmospheric sounds ended, replaced with a churning liquid outside the walls of the vessel. Our chairs shuddered. Metal pinged and groaned as we plunged deeper into their endless ocean. How could creatures like us of fragile flesh, bone, and gas survive at the depth and pressures of their underwater cities?

      After what crawled like hours, the ship, now more a submarine, stopped descending, slowed, and the metallic clang of docking rang. The terrified breathing of those nearby hissed in the air. Once again, we were alone and powerless, heading into the unknown. But this time, I was less afraid. What could be worse than what had happened to us so far?

      A question reserved for the dangerously naive.

      The door to our chamber opened, and our human shepherds gestured to follow. The Sortax must have exited through another location, one designed for their underwater lifestyle. Our exit was under atmosphere, and we were not given any suits to put on. The ship had docked with a corridor leading deep into the recesses of a submerged city.

      We stumbled down the tunnel and through many sculptured chambers in unexpected Earth-like conditions. The construction was immaculate. Beautiful in some disturbing manner. I tried to wrap my head around why these aliens had gone to so much trouble for their captive humans. All for us. How naive I was.

      “Into the examination room,” barked one of the shepherds, as he pointed to a large room to our right.

      The architecture inside was unlike anything a human mind could have concocted. The walls and supports undulated as they curved toward the domed ceilings. The material was a metal blend with stone never seen on Earth. It glowed a pale green. Illumination diffused from a moss-like ingredient embedded in all surfaces. The floor was of a similar substance. It was slippery and several children fell.

      As we entered the chamber, we had our introduction to the Dram. Tall, insectile soldiers glared, their hateful images matching those from my earlier vision. Standing at attention beside large pieces of machinery, they toted adorned cylinders. Despite the alien composition, the devices telegraphed weaponry. Less militarized bugs, marked with indecipherable symbols on their thorax-like regions, crouched, adjusting elements of the equipment.

      One by one, the towering creatures led us to these clusters. They stripped us and shoved us onto a square region in the center of the apparatus. Immobilized, they poked and prodded us in every orifice. They tore skin, hair, blood, saliva, and mucus samples from our bodies. Techs pushed gadgets over different parts of our anatomy. All the while, we lay helpless and terrified as the enormous insects appeared ready to dissect us on the spot.

      As they removed my clothes, I did not resist them. But I held on to the one thing that mattered to me—the Red Sox hat. I balled it in my fists, clenching them, willing to suffer whatever might come if they tried to take it away. Lucky for me, they didn’t focus on the crushed clothing in my palm. They were too busy removing all possible dignity from the rest of me.

      In all the turmoil, I was unable to recognize a startling fact—the bugs were breathing the same air we were. They were comfortable at our pressures and temperatures. If I had noticed, I would have pieced together that these chambers were not for us at all. Only the clinging vestiges of naivety allowed me to believe such an absurdity. No, this enclosure beneath the Sortax ocean was sculpted long before to comfort the Dram.

      As they finished with me, a probe came out from the side of the examination equipment. A Dram worker rolled me so my back faced the device, and a searing burn stabbed my skin. I cried out as others had but couldn’t move as the sharp ends of the worker’s many arms held me in place. I’d learn later about the chip. Inserted into my body, it contained all the relevant data for those who would be shopping for Earth’s Readers—my training certification, physiological profile, estimated age, and expiration date.

      They marched us into a second chamber I can only describe as a human meat market. One by one, they dropped us on a bare stage to be displayed in complete humiliation—alone, naked, cold, and afraid. Devices resembling odd cameras whirled about us. A device would also scan the gadget in our backs, all the information transmitted to the bidding aliens who needed Reader services.

      Based on a weighted formula of many of our traits, we were each given a score. Those with the highest rankings served in pleasure craft of the rich, governmental ships, or military vessels. Lower values meant passenger freighters. Or worse—the wild and cheap auction market that attracted a number of despicable bidders. My blindness and deformity didn’t do wonders for my rating. They had no inkling of my gifts, no means by which to assess them. I was bottom of the barrel.

      Afterward, a robotic drone pushed me down several corridors and into a storage room. Awkward English orders instructed me to get inside a small, coffin-like container. These packaged the children for delivery to their new masters.

      And my owners? Some of the vilest criminals of the space-faring races. Their cold cruelty almost killed me. Worse still, through all they did to us, my spirit shattered. This will be the hardest part for me to tell you. Even now, distant in time and space from the events, I become dizzy and sick just thinking about it.

      I shivered in the coffin. My breath fogged, and a foam spread over my body, injected from the sides of the pod. It weighed like lead, and I struggled to move as it covered me. It was cold. Ice-cold and burning.

      I panicked but gave way to calm. My shivering slowed. My eyes blinked, refusing to stay open, and I yawned. Sleep—heavy, deep drowsiness descended on me like an enormous blanket, blocking out the claustrophobia and fear. I forgot where I was. Light faded as I squeezed the crumpled baseball cap in my numbing right hand.
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        The whole visible world is only an imperceptible atom in the ample bosom of nature. It is an infinite sphere, the center of which is everywhere, the circumference nowhere.

        Blaise Pascal

      

      

      

      Somehow in artificial sleep, I dreamed.

      I floated in space. Not in a ship or spacesuit, but without constraint, like a child coasting in water. An impossible wind swept my hair backwards with molecules of air that could not exist in this emptiness.

      I felt no cold despite the fact that it should have been absolute zero. The gas in my lungs did not rush out into the vacuum, and the saliva in my mouth didn’t boil. Nitrogen didn’t bubble in my blood, giving me the bends, nor did my eardrums rupture. In the absence of oxygen, I didn’t get dizzy or pass out. I was comfortable. Free.

      Was I dead? Was this my spirit?

      I looked around. A yellow star shone at a distance. Staring at it without the filtering of atmosphere or protective glasses, my eyes were unhurt. The intense radiation had no effect on my china-white skin.

      Our sun. Our home star. I marveled that I could see. Not Reading the near past, but seeing.

      In front of me flickered a point of light. Like a magnet, it pulled at me, and my body accelerated. The object grew in my field of vision. A small, pale coin. A plate. A pocked surface blotting out the inky blackness.

      The moon.

      My rate of approach slowed as the beige disk filled my range of sight.

      An unease festered in my stomach. A chill of foreboding, danger, and evil lurking on the other side of the satellite. Something wrong, something monstrous was hiding behind our moon, something malignant and murderous. I felt it searching, seeking, trying to peer around the dead ball of rock.

      Searching for me.

      I knew it was close, but I could hear voices from that direction as well. Cries begging in panic and pain. Shouts mixing together, like some nightmare chorus, rising in crescendo and sweeping over me like a tempestuous sea.

      And in one dreadful instant, silenced.

      What had it done? What had the monster done? Distress overcame my fear. I rocketed toward the other side of the moon. The lunar surface blurred past, my eyes focused on the horizon where I would see the bright blue of Earthrise. Soon, any moment now, I would see home and find my way to the cries for help. I could hear them echoing in my mind.

      They called my name.
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        When I look up at the sky, I somehow feel that this cruelty too shall end, that peace and tranquility will return once more.

        Anne Frank

      

      

      

      Waking from hibernation, the smells struck me. Human odors, not alien. Foul waste and rot. Sickness and decay. The reek of filth from a hundred bodies malnourished, unwashed, and weakened with illness and despair.

      Right after this stomach-churning stink, small robots yanked us from the pods. They herded us through the entry port into a larger chamber.

      Horror. Skeletal forms crouched, their translucent skin pocked and infected. The stench waxed and choked me. Bile climbed in my throat, and I stifled a reflex to retch. A feeble few with energy glanced our way. Revulsion paralyzed my gaze, locking to the hollow sockets of their eyes.

      The sickly shadows didn’t speak. Standing idly or sitting listlessly, voiceless, bent as with great age, these zombies were rotting cattle in pens. Dumb eyes stared unseeing. Their hair was matted, filthy, thinning and falling out. Sores festered on their legs and buttocks, all too visible through torn and frayed cloth. In some cases, they lacked any covering at all. This fiendish boat had emptied the walking corpses of dignity, self-awareness, hope. The victims putrefied, broken and dying.

      I shuddered. Death here was a release, a door away from suffering. My soul screamed in silence. What could have done this to them? I placed the Red Sox cap over my head and pulled the bill down over my eyes. I couldn’t face these shambling horrors.

      I had no idea where I was. After the Sortax homeworld, the exams, the market, and the pod, I had slept. For how long? It could have been days or years—no way for me to tell. Where had they sent me? Why? Questions burned in my mind, but in this purgatory, I found no answers.

      The robots herded us to the far wall. Small depressions in the floor indicated where to stand. If we didn’t understand, the metallic hounds shoved us into position. A loud crash above our heads startled me. I glanced up to see a panel slide open, revealing a metal grappler snaking down toward me.

      People screamed. Some tried to run. The bots showed they had a bite to accompany their bark. Dashing, they zapped anyone out of place with a painful jolt of blue electricity. The electric dogs repeated the shocks until we were properly herded. Meanwhile, the claw had descended and clamped those of us remaining. The tentacled appendages writhed with one hundred joints, squeezing like a boa.

      Once we were all loaded in the claws, they raised us into a tube above. Like a piece in an assembly line, we were sped along several tubes by the robotic arm, up, sideways, down. It dropped me into a hard, wet seat, restraints snapping over my legs and arms.

      Rows of others to my right and left were in identical positions. A syringe with a large needle emerged from a small panel beside me, and before I could react, it pierced my thigh and injected its contents. To this day, I don’t know what was in it. I assume some combination of antibiotics, vitamins, and steroids—something to keep us functioning as long as possible in the hellish conditions.

      Beneath me, the stench of urine and feces fermented. A hole was centered in the seat they had strapped me into. You can guess what it was for. I hoped the wetness underneath me was cleaning fluid. We worked protracted shifts before the claw brought us back to the holding pens where we tried to sleep. Nature would call.

      We were also fed at these stations. A trough in front of us would fill periodically with a green sludge for our consumption. We had to bend forward and slurp the stuff with our mouths, our arms and legs clamped to the side. At first, the rancid smell prevented me from eating. But after two days, the filth tasted heavenly to my starving body.

      The needles withdrew. Cries and whimpers tumbled across the rows of children, but they allowed us no time to process. The navigation helmets descended and plugged us into their system. It was like the training sessions, almost the same interface for our minds.

      We first navigated through a series of simulated journeys through hyperspace. The crew was not going to take chances on us guiding them through a star or asteroid field. They had lessons to teach, as well, harsh ones. For those who didn’t match the proper trajectories, our caretakers dispensed electricity from the seat. A few in our group screamed on the first run, the pain so terrible tears pooled in the eyes of a girl next to me. Mentally, a projection from the helmets outlined the correct path. We were supposed to learn and try again.

      In little time, the newcomers had learned, and the punishments and screams stopped. These lessons never ended. Anyone underperforming could expect a shock. Later on, as our physical and mental state deteriorated in this nightmare, our performances dropped. Some lost all ability, and when shocks did not work, the claw descended and removed the offender. We never saw them again.

      After the initial tests and reprimands, the crew brought us online for the first hyperjump. Again, the beautiful Orb enlightened our space. I would encounter them over and over in the coming months, jump after jump. As life and hope bled out of me, each appearance of an Orb was transformative. I came to view them as the sole purity in a filthy cosmos.

      We directed the ship to the specified course. The tug and inversion of the traversal passed through me. We journeyed.

      Repeat everything I’ve told you about this place until the events blur, and you have a good idea of our quality of life. Our time was a distended monotony of suffering. We never glimpsed any of our destinations. We guided the String leaps, waited in position for docking, heard and felt the loud noises of cargo transfer, and prepped for the next jump. This would happen perhaps every hour, giving us ten or twelve jumps per shift.

      For most, it was exhausting concentrating under the pressure of pain to guide the ships. At first, I found it simple. Later, as my body crumbled, it became a challenge even for me to focus on the task. At that point, all of those in the group who had come on board with me had disappeared. They couldn’t pilot anymore. They were replaced.

      I would learn from the Xix that I’d landed in a smuggler ship. Such vessels were part of an underground black market of traders often enslaving human Readers as disposable tools. These smugglers jumped ceaselessly, maximizing transfers, minimizing downtime, and mercilessly running through humans like some obscene organic fuel to power their business. It was illegal, but tolerated by many local authorities. Most aliens considered us a low form of life. They judged us to possess poor self-awareness, unable to suffer like the more advanced life-forms. That’s how they rationalized away our exploitation and pain. Wealth mattered more.

      I still cannot reconcile the conflicting perspectives. One, the injustices presented in an academic fashion by the Xix and others, an economic truth of an unfortunate nature. And two, the minute-to-minute torture of the hell I lived through. Those descriptions could not possibly be different ways of looking at the same thing. They were from two incompatible universes.

      In my current life, I choose not to think of it, because I feel madness lurking in trying to harmonize those incongruent truths. Telling you now is harder than you can imagine. But it has to be done. It’s part of the big picture, your understanding the truth. My pain in reliving this nightmare is small compared to the catastrophe you must help us reverse.

      After our long shifts, the claw descended and carried us like used baggage to one of several crowded rooms. These holding pens consisted of cold, hard walls and floors. No comforts, no divisions for privacy, no separated areas to take care of bodily functions, no space for a human being to have any sense except for a festering claustrophobia.

      We packed ourselves together, shivering, choking on the poisonous air, lying in our own excrement, trying to find some short period of sleep before the next shift. During this time, we went without food. The robots targeted anyone who dared act out. Plenty could not adapt. Some turned violent. Some became catatonic. Both were removed, never to be seen again.

      This author’s words offend me. They are a sin of blundering prose. His bland efforts won’t help you smell the stench, endure the oppression of our senses, the fear of smothering in others’ awful bodies or the unclean conditions. No matter how many times I force him to rewrite this, he fails to convey the ghastliness. You won’t understand how this state of existence robbed me of my sense of self, my ability to think or feel or remember life on our beautiful planet.

      The horror alone was real. All else faded to a dream—fresh air, green grass, blue skies, smiling faces. And hope. Hope died in this place. Dreams dissolved. Faith was a cruel delusion to torment me with beauty and kindness and freedom I could never have. Reality was nightmarish, a plane of Hades, and we were the tortured souls never again to deserve decency.

      Every few days, our captors flooded the room with a freezing blast of water. It left abrasions on our skin, but for a short while, it washed the filth out of the way. The liquid burned our throats and noses, filled no doubt with disinfectants. Our owners used such coarse methods to keep us healthy. Sanitizing washes. Injections of antibiotics. As long as was possible to squeeze value from our veins.

      But they would not care for us as individuals, and these stopgaps failed us, one after the other, depending on our constitution and luck. Each of us succumbed to pathogens we had carried with us from Earth. Our weakened immune systems fell behind. Skin sores and boils, respiratory diseases, and the ever-present diarrhea brought us down. Some labored on, drawing from some well of infinite willpower, dragging their skeletal forms forward, coughing blood, trying. Others reached a point at which life ceased to matter, and they lay down and refused to do more. They were removed.

      “Nights” were the worst part of it, if you can identify a period as day or night in a place with no sun, unchanging illumination, no rhythm but work and collapse. We were fish in a can, squashed together in filth, hearing the moans of the sick, the weeping of the broken. Their hopelessness was more infectious than anything else. We found no peace, no rest. I longed for the navigation hours.

      And so it went. Hour after hour, day after day. Weeks blurred in my mind. I couldn’t keep a count of time. My body withered.

      I spent painful sessions with intestinal illnesses that made me want to die. My torso echoed an anatomy chart, my ribs and pelvic bones jutting from my sides. My clothes were an unwashed, raggedy set of strips covering nothing I normally would have cared to cover.

      Ricky’s hat was still on my head, but it was wrinkled, torn, stained beyond salvage in this awful place. By this point, I didn’t care. My eyes had taken on the haunted stare of the creatures I’d seen when I first entered the spaceship. Broken souls for whom death is a welcomed mercy.

      I had lost the ability, the desire, to travel into the past. I’d forgotten anything to do with the future. I was a stumbling zombie, performing in the seats or facing pain. I swallowed as much of the foul gunk as I could without puking. I dreaded feverish nights in the holding pens.

      Hanging on by this thin thread, I stumbled onto a truth. And it broke my spirit.

      I leaned over the trough, slurping the green sludge. A woman next to me was crying. I ignored her. Most of us who had been there more than a few weeks withdrew from emotional and social bonds. We became empty, numb to everything around us except immediate and sharp concerns.

      The woman was gawking at me, wailing. She hollered. She called me a monster. Her voice grated, and I turned to her. She was a new addition, acquired at one of the recent stops, tanned, with her clothes intact. Her theatrical outburst indicated she wouldn’t last long. This place would waste no time breaking her.

      “How can you? How can you eat that? What have they done to you?” she screeched at me as the putrid porridge leaked down the sides of my chin.

      I angled my head and stared at what she was pointing toward. The blur of green food cleared as my eyes focused, and there, in the midst of the awful glop, was a severed human finger. It had the same greenish hue as the ground meat. A human finger, clear as it could be. I glanced back at her, not yet able to process what my eyes had seen.

      “Don’t you even care?” she moaned. “Oh, God, you’re eating each other!”

      Understanding spread through me like venom. In all the horrid events, through every indecency and injustice committed against us, I had been detached, a tortured innocent caught in the monstrosity of others. Now, tasting that sludge in my mouth, perceiving what coated my chin and lips, I became a monster. For the first time in my life, I felt tainted, evil. As if the devil had transfused my blood with that of a hundred aborted fetuses. I was eating my own kind.

      I threw up, vomiting over the trough. For the first time since I had come to this place, I wept. Were my insides melting? My sense of self dissolved. I had become a disease.

      I spoke nonsense to the woman. “I’m sorry,” I moaned. “I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!”

      But she cursed at me more, and at everyone in the row. She condemned us to hell for our actions. Her judgments were like cold water. My sobs ceased. It was all so clear. The poor woman, she was so lost. She didn’t understand that we were already in hell.

      I stopped eating. I couldn’t clean myself of the stain, but I could stop the debasement. But let me tell you, it was the most difficult thing I’ve done in my life. All I went through, and all I would go through—tortures, cruelties, sacrifices—none of them compared to the trial of simply not swallowing that inhuman, human muck.

      If you have never starved, you can’t hope to comprehend. I would lean toward the porridge, weeping, wanting to bring it to my mouth, my flesh howling at me, demanding nourishment, saliva dripping. Somehow, I stopped myself. Somehow, a madness, I forced myself to abstain again and again. I separated from my body, my thoughts floating above it, guiding its actions remotely.

      But it was not a triumph. Don’t ever believe it was. Because I wanted that food. I wanted that hideous gruel more than anything I had wanted in my life or have wanted since. I managed because of my terrible need to regain my humanity, whatever remained of it. Like some dishonored samurai plunging a blade into his abdomen, I punished myself. But even today, I can still feel the deranged lust for it coursing through my guts, and the memory dirties me.

      Little time was left for me now. Each hour, I grew weaker. After three days, I couldn’t focus on the navigation and slept little at night for the pangs of hunger in my belly. I am sure I would have failed the fourth day. The chair would have disciplined me. The claw would remove me once and for all to be processed myself into the green slop.

      But on the fourth day, the Xix came.
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