
  
    [image: Maker]
  


  
    
      MAKER

      10th Anniversary Rewrite

      
        Daughter of Time, Book 3

      

    

    
      
        EREC STEBBINS

      

    

  


  
    
      Only one thing is impossible for God: to find any sense in any copyright law on the planet.—Mark Twain

      This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      Maker, 10th Anniversary Rewrite. Copyright © 2025 Erec Stebbins, erecstebbinsbooks.com

      ISBN 978-1-942360-69-8

      To the extent possible under law, the author has dedicated this work to the public domain by waiving all of their rights to the work worldwide under copyright law, including all related and neighboring rights, to the extent allowed by law.

      This work is published under the Creative Commons CC0 1.0 Universal Public Domain Dedication.

      You can copy, modify, distribute, and perform the work, even for commercial purposes, all without asking permission.

      No attribution is required, but voluntary credit to Stargazer and the original work Tome of Stars is appreciated.

      For more information, see:

      https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To SG

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A Note on This Edition

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

      
        
          Part III

        

        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

      
        
          Part IV

        

        
          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

        

      

      
        
          Part V

        

        
          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

        

      

      
        
          Part VI

        

        
          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

        

      

      
        
          Part VII

        

        
          
            Chapter 51

          

          
            Chapter 52

          

          
            Chapter 53

          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          
            Chapter 61

          

          
            Chapter 62

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterward: Maker

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note on This Edition

          

        

      

    

    
      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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        It is not only not right; it is not even wrong.

      

      

      
        
        Wolfgang Pauli
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        Time and Space… It is not nature which imposes them upon us, it is we who impose them on nature because we find them convenient.

        Henri Poincaré

      

      

      

      I was called Waythrel of Xix.

      In a time and a space no longer extant, in a cosmos reborn, in two books infiltrating your minds, my character embarked on a grand and terrible quest that ended in devastating failure. Yet in defeat, we triumphed where I had never imagined a possibility of success.

      You knew me as an alien to your humanness. A monstrous form of heightened symmetry to your bilateral arrangement. Sixfold projections of limbs and visual organs with a cognitive cluster in our core. You followed our discovery of Ambra Dawn and her unique mastery of space and time. Her cruel life. The Daughter’s rise to power in the Dram Wars. Her eventual fusion with our artificial intelligence. There you witnessed the gestation of the proto-Orb, the birth of a novel entity that defeated the forces coalescing to destroy New Earth.

      Reader, the recursive loops of causality permeate the structure of your consciousness.

      Not solely the hormone- and blood-soaked organ lodged within your human endoskeleton. Something more profound. The mind that is the spacetime field created by and creating your sentience. The soul outlasting your decaying flesh. An essence dissipated in the emptiness of space or gathered in the Great Harvest.

      Many of you prayed to save Old Earth, to funnel the latent Writer powers of your species across time. We amalgamated and focused your energies to undo a planetary massacre. Others of you scoffed. Yet you continued to read through the exhortations of the second novel, daring to consider the Gathering of Souls.

      Here we lost more. The story became increasingly strange by your standards, experiences remote from those a human animal might encounter. The narrative voice was no longer that of your beloved heroine but her consort. He spoke through the growing mind that projected his thought across the void. Together with uncountable spirits, he inspired the book’s author.

      Thus, you have been primed.

      Now what remains is the final and most absurd step in the journey—to destroy all belief and memory. To be born anew.

      I am here to convey the true end, which is rather an ultimate beginning, to the impossible story of Ambra Dawn. I reach through space and time, traverse divergent universes separating and uniting us. My thoughts inspire this writer of your age. He will struggle one last time to transmit ideas I myself do not comprehend. He will spin from my own distorted notions a sad caricature. His primitive brain will further blaspheme the beauty through the stunted medium of one of your limited languages.

      Thus, concepts deeper than the most profound thoughts of the greatest minds of our galaxy are painted in rudimentary strokes, rendered at low resolution with a hobbled brush set of syntax and vocabulary. Transcendent truths are twisted through your current incarnations of culture and prejudice, gutted of their essence, and recast as grayed mockeries with all the colors washed away.

      This is how you will receive the terrible and beautiful tale of our Ambra.

      Do not expect coherence. You will have none. Do not look for consistency. You will swim in nonsensical paradox. However, know that the absurdities presented glimpse truth, while your science and religion stumble. Yet every word herein, a lie.

      Know also that you hear a story of symmetry and symmetries broken. The chronological invariance of the laws of physics shattered by the arrow of time. The balance of particles and inverses wrecked to vomit forth a fractured creation. Open your soul to learn of a cosmic apartheid swept clean of a material species. Tremble before the genocide of the mental superstructure it would have engendered.

      I describe a mythology centered within an endless fractaled universe that self-assembles. A tale of smaller and larger structures. Without reference point. Lacking a center. Spiraling to a bottomless abyss of reductive constituents while launched asymptotically toward an infinitely realized synthesis.

      You consume a fantasy of symmetry repaired and the utter annihilatory creation that is its offspring. In such a fable, Ambra Dawn is not sufficient. An anti-Ambra must exist, an antithesis, a force in essence, development, and complexity that mirrors yet is not its symmetry mate.

      She is, of course, the clone who took me on Dram. A fabrication of the Anti, she escaped their myopic control and initiated a quest neither of us understood. It was a journey that would bring a primordial pair full circle, like a proton and antiproton hurled in opposite directions through the magnetic bowels of a synchrotron. The resultant collision transformed the fundamental structure of matter and energy. Indeed, of our universe itself.

      So, I step back into the false memories of an existence that now never was, to a frantic instant in an unmade eon described in the second book. Crouching in a spacetime bubble under the wild and furious assault of a thousand clones of the Daughter bent on our destruction, I vanished.

      It was to be my last true moment with Ambra Dawn, the human creature I cherished above all others.
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        I speak of gods and other mad taboos

        that scar a soul with two-edged, healing wounds.

        Who dares cast down these gleaming gains construed

        while marching to our frenzied, empty tunes?

      

        

      
        The sand that is your soul will never birth

        one flower in this unrelenting drought.

        Your brushstrokes paint no truth and have no worth.

        In vain you look for meaning through your doubt.

      

        

      
        I am a fool, untamed, consumed with pride

        and often speak too much on that I love,

        for I, insane, once cursed our fall and died

        while clasping to my heart a blinded dove.

      

        

      
        Whatever sight I have of what is true,

        it neither lives with me nor dies with you.

      

        

      
        —Mazandarani, Sonnets from the Desert
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        Even at those astounding energies, the asymmetry between matter and antimatter is extremely small. For every billion antiparticles that were created, there were a billion and one particles. To put it another way, you’re essentially a rounding error from around 10−35 seconds after the Big Bang. Doesn’t make you feel very important, does it? Of course, that’s just as much a bummer for the anti-people, too.

        Dave Goldberg

      

      

      

      I gripped Ambra’s hands.

      My meditation had little to contribute. With the strength of an average human Reader, I had nothing to provide her to resist the descending siege. In the realms of space and time, I was a particle of dust in the sandstorm. The churning wrath dwarfed and scattered my awareness.

      My offering was psychological. I sensed her fear and concern for us on this mission. Our group relied on her abilities. Already we had witnessed the horrific deaths of the soldiers, David Kim and Erica Fox. Each of us in this besieged spacetime bubble was splattered with the lifeblood of Warrant Officer Aisha Williams. She was ripped apart by the powers of a single clone of the multitude assailing us. A sense of failure weighed on Ambra’s heart.

      Now, a sea of orange hair swirled around our transparent vessel. Hateful assaults from the minds of the clones struck repeating blows against our weakening resistance. Her psyche reached into me, a child gripping the hand of a parent. She grounded herself in the love we shared. This connection gave her hope she could devise some escape from this cataclysm. This faith prevented the storm of antipathy from driving her to despair.

      That is why, when the clone came, when it smashed through our defenses, through her power, ignoring its brethren and their efforts and grabbing my arm, when the strange creature took me by means mysterious and unexpected, Ambra’s mind broke.

      It shattered like a ship tearing away from anchor as the frothing sea hurled it into the maw of an angry ocean. As the world about me dissolved and I lost consciousness, I felt the wild hurt from her. A telepathic wail roared outward from the goddess-growth in her artificial skull. The inconsolable cry echoed through the corridors of the continuum.

      The instant vanished. One moment I was in the bubble that had carried us across the galaxy. The next I was not. I awoke above the planetary surface of the Dram homeworld. A reckless acceleration propelled me away from it into the blackness.

      I was not alone.

      Flying through the emptiness alongside me was a child. Its hair, what of it remained, was Ambra’s rusty orange. The pale hand grasping the dark purple of my upper arm shone a dulled red in the glare of the swollen sun. Reminiscent of the journey with Ambra, a warped spacetime enclosure sealed us from the void outside. I could not move my extremities—invisible chords bound them. My eyestalks twirled freely, and I surveyed the girl and my environment.

      Below me, Dram receded. The swirling desert dunes blurred to a sienna-toned planetary disk. In front, I sensed the growing presence of the Orb. The clone blasted toward it.

      Shock shook my system. I believed the Daughter alone had the power to use the Spheres. What could this crazed creature be thinking? Another part of me trembled. I intuited an awful possibility. This cyborg would pass through the portal. To what destination and to what end, I could not guess.

      “She’s following,” said the thing beside me.

      The voice was childish, lilting, and cold. It was the first time it had spoken. I still reduced the False Dawn to a genderless object, an “it.” I was unable to see the abomination as anything more than a warped product of the enemies who sought to destroy us.

      My education was soon to begin.

      “She’s very upset. I told him she would be. I wonder if he’ll be strong enough for what’s to come.”

      My mind spun. Who did it tell? What is to come?

      “Yes, I think he will be,” the child mused. “They made him too perfect and didn’t see what such love would bring. There’s no stopping the crystallization.”

      The creature droned in riddles. I was too consumed with the impossibility of events to formulate rational responses.

      At least I could observe. I examined the clone, informed by my extensive studies of humanity. I placed its age at around ten years old, prepubescent. The developmental program to create the reproductive, adult form had begun to activate. However, nothing could be taken for granted with the clones. From what we had learned, the Anti had altered every aspect of their genesis and maturation. Enhanced and accelerated, this young child could be half as old as I expected.

      The cybernetic enhancements were particularly elaborate in this model. Far more intricate and integrated than the most advanced Dramian technology. Where—and better yet, when—it had been made was the question. At the least, it had to be in the distant future.

      The underlying foundation of Ambra Dawn was there. The hair and skin expressed the phenotype of recessive pigmentation genes. The green irises produced the striking contrasts in the human visual organs. The body frame was of an expected variant on the genetic blueprint. The bones were long and delicate, the shoulders broad as compared to the average for the female genotype. The hips were still narrow prior to the adolescent widening.

      The wires and intubations in the skull were fantastic. A labyrinth of protrusions linked brain regions to an embedded artificial intelligence. The modifications were so extensive they left the clone with a sparse covering of the rich hair characterizing this hereditary background. The object of the structure and design was the tumor present in the middle of the enlarged cranium, the organ making this stock so central to the struggle in our galaxy.

      Etched across its face were a set of geometrical lines. They resembled dark circuits underneath the skin. The patterns were too angular to be veins or other vessels. I had not seen anything like it before, including the other clones we had encountered. I surmised it was cybernetic technology her makers had embedded within it.

      Sifting through all these observations, I summoned the calm to speak. “She will stop you from escaping. Lacking the help of your clone army, she is stronger than you.”

      The False Dawn laughed. It was an unusual sound, divergent from the response I had grown accustomed to in humans. I suspected this construction possessed a distinct and orthogonal mentality.

      “She’s not. Not in this form. Not without her spirit armada.” The cyborg glanced behind her. “What a cry she made for you, Xix. She suffered terrible pain.”

      The words struck me like a blow. The memory of it replayed in my mind, Ambra’s acute torment ripping through me once again. I tried to focus.

      “Look at the Orb,” I said with difficulty, staring at the tempestuous frothing on its surface. “Already it has turned against you.”

      “Not against me, Xixian. Her powers won’t help her now.”

      The calm certainty in its voice disturbed me, but I still believed Ambra was shutting the Time Sphere to our travel. The clone did not hesitate or slow our approach. The colossal surface grew. An ocean of confusing features bubbled and churned in anger as we neared. Again, I looked behind—we would reach the portal before anyone could catch us. Whatever the effect of being shut out of the gateway would be, I would discover it within seconds. I steeled myself for a possible end and stared forward with as much courage as I could.

      We were not impeded. In a disorienting blast of vertigo, we entered the thing, and the bottom fell out of the universe. We tore through multiple dimensions of nested wormholes. My previous travels provided a faint warning of the depth and complexity of the portal. I fought to stay in control of my mind in this terrible vortex of radiance.

      I deduced we must be traveling extreme distances, likely both in space and in time. Spans unlike any I had breached before. I had no idea in what direction or to which destination the clone was taking me.

      I could no longer sense Ambra. She had failed to close the portal and had not been able to follow. An enormous separation locked her away from me. It was, as I have said, the last time I would see her, at least in her original form. Wherever I was going and for whatever reason, I was now alone.

      Alone but for a familiar, yet strange, pair of green eyes in a tumultuous ocean of darkness and light.
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        We seldom stop to think that we are still creatures of the sea, able to leave it only because, from birth to death, we wear the water-filled space suits of our skins.

        Arthur C. Clarke

      

      

      

      Green eyes in the darkness.

      A night sky churned with stars in patterns I could not recognize. A breeze trickled over me. The sounds of insects or other alien creatures punctuated the soft whisper of the wind. My eyestalks darted about, appraising the planet surface, the heavens.

      And the figure of the clone sitting beside me.

      My eyes gazing upward abandoned their efforts. It was desperation from the start to determine where we were from the constellations, but it was impossible not to try. Nothing was familiar. Wherever and whenever I was, the stellar arrangements resembled nothing my mind could map. It was probable I was not in our galaxy.

      Both of us were alive on this world without environmental suits. I could conclude the planet was human–Xixian compatible. The humidity—something we desert-spawned creatures are sensitive to—was low. Not as dry as Xix or New Earth’s Sahara, from which we had begun our disastrous mission, but arid. I breathed in through my skin sacs. The oxygen levels were high, but did not represent a significant concern.

      I turned my attention to the sulking cyborg. The child rested with its legs tucked, obscuring the head. The green eyes haunting me in the Orb traversal peeked over scuffed kneecaps. It wore a beige fabric with an unusual style, combining elements of robes and skirts. Arms wrapped around its knees, the False Dawn rocked back and forth. I detected a faint sound, rhythmic pitch changes and repeating patterns. It was humming.

      I sat and directed my eyes at the creature. “Where have you taken me?”

      It continued to rock and hum, ignoring my question. I persisted.

      “I know it is far. We are not in the galaxy known to me, either in physical space or in time.”

      Still no response.

      “You have torn me from your progenitor in the middle of an assault by other clones. But I contributed little to their defense. You have dragged me through the Orb to this world alone with you for nothing.”

      The humming stopped. “Not alone.”

      “No?” My eyestalks swiveled.

      “Not for nothing.” The intubated, tattooed head cocked to one side, the green eyes piercing me. “I didn’t take you to weaken her in the battle. It’s not then that you have to worry about her, but at the beginning.”

      I sensed the tendrils of the creature’s thought dancing around my awareness. “You are probing my mind.”

      The head darted to a strange angle, forty-five degrees and peering from behind its right knee. “Your thoughts leak everywhere. You Xix are leaky-brains.”

      The child jumped to its feet, catching me by surprise. It danced to stand above me, long, ragged clumps of red hair dangling and obscuring its face.

      “If not to harm her, why?” I managed.

      The clone sighed and stared into the pageantry of the stars. The density of lights was unusual for human or Xixian eyes. I noticed a milky-white marble embedded in its forehead. It glimmered from the starlight shining through.

      “There’s so much to understand. He didn’t understand either when I told him. But I don’t really understand. It’s a problem.”

      I pulled myself upright, uncomfortable to be prone and beneath this unpredictable creature.

      “Who is he?”

      “Her consort. The soldier. The one with the hole in his mind.”

      I caught my breath. It knows?

      “Worry, worry, worry, you Xix. Quit! I didn’t tell them about your trick. It’s very clever. I liked it a lot. But it already happened before I was born, and there’s no stopping it. Not like that. They wouldn’t listen at all.”

      The clone flung its hands about, dismissing unseen spectators.

      “That’s why you’re here. Why I had to take you. Because there’s no stopping any of it—but we have to find a way. Not to stop. No stopping. Unmake. She said. Showed me. All of them did.”

      I paused, bewildered by its odd phrases. What is this thing? All my instincts sought to engage with my captor to better understand it, and a primal urge to address it in a personal fashion filled me. Remaining calm in the presence of this engineered assassin was challenge enough—trying to converse with it? Realizing at any moment it could kill me or use me against Ambra? The effort was extraordinary and draining.

      “Call me Kloan,” it said, interrupting my thoughts. “Since you can’t get that out of your mind.”

      “Clone?” I repeated, or thought I did.

      “No. K-L-O-A-N. Like ‘Joan’ but copied genetic materials with tubes and wires and all this!” It gestured wildly with its hands toward its head. “I don’t really have a name. Not here. It’s just numbers.”

      “Kloan.”

      Her green eyes darted to me and away. It was a strange appellation to suggest, but it was comforting to have a more intimate moniker for the thing.

      “Okay, Kloan, what I wanted to say⁠—”

      “I’m not here to kill you. Where would I be then?”

      I had no answer, hardly understanding the question—certainly not its context. My mind raced through the dialogue, parsing each phrase.

      “You negate killing me, yet leave open the possibility you are going to use me against Ambra.”

      Kloan smiled. “Depends on what you mean by against.”

      “You speak in enigmas, not providing me any of the background data.”

      She nodded, a satisfied expression on her face. “That’s why we’re here. Data. The first data to enter the gate.” She turned her back on me, walking down a steep slope. “Let’s get started.”

      “With what? Where are you going?”

      Kloan continued without turning back. Her words faded in the night noises, the wind carrying them over the landscape. “To where it all began for me. To watch the beginning flow around us and mature and twist through time and space to come back to be us. Then we’ll be ready for the next step.”

      The intense starlight cast sharp shadows on the stones. The figure of the child vanished, swallowed in the darkness and slope of the hill. Raising my gaze in the direction of her last words, I saw below a dim glow. Artificial. The light polluted the brilliance of the stars near the horizon.

      Waythrel, come on!

      Her voice rang in my mind. My eyestalks curled on themselves. What else was there for me to do?

      I followed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        When man is able to comprehend certain things, it does not follow that he must be able to comprehend everything.

        Maimonides

      

      

      

      I raced to catch the child, my steps uncertain, the dusty ground slippery under my feet. Descending the steep slope of this elevation, I stumbled and tripped. My four arms struggled with the rocks and alien vegetation. They lacked friction to form a proper grip. After several near falls, I suspected something strange. Had I been drugged? Was a there a phenomenon on this world interfering with my basic movements?

      It’s a field around you.

      Her thoughts danced again in my mind.

      It’s skintight, coating your surfaces, insulating you from everything.

      Listening to her voice and trying to understand what she was saying, I crashed into her while rounding a massive boulder. The ground was strewn with shattered rocks and their remains. The jagged cliffs behind us likely spawned a number of avalanches.

      “Why is there a field? What kind of field?”

      Kloan was staring ahead at the source of light. A city or military installation rose from the dry lands. Organized groups of shadows marched throughout the base, activity constant and hurried.

      “I don’t know what sort of field. She—they make it for your protection.”

      “From what?”

      She pointed to the compound. “Come. It’s almost morning. That’s when it all begins. We’ll go see me there, and then you’ll see what happens.”

      She headed toward the complex, but I grabbed her shoulder, turning her back to face me. “Wait! This is a clone production facility, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where you were made? One in the far future and distant?”

      She nodded.

      “We cannot enter—you saw what happened the last time!”

      “There’s no danger,” she said.

      “Maybe not for you. I cannot. You said you did not want to have me die. They will kill any Xix they see.”

      “They won’t see us. We both have skin suits. Dark ones. Their eyes can’t see. Ears can’t hear. Not even the Readers will perceive.”

      “You pierced Ambra’s bubble. You came inside it.”

      Kloan shook her head. “Hers was simple. Weak. Primitive.”

      “And yours now is none of those things?”

      “I told you, they’re not mine,” she sighed. “Now, come on.”

      The child pulled me forward, and I relented. If she wished to harm me, she could have done so before—and easily. I was helpless, and I needed to learn more to find any hope of escape.

      A bright light erupted from the darkness. The flash blinded my eyes, leaving blurred afterimages. A fireball climbed into the sky and darkened. The smoke from the blast began to snuff out the brilliance. Seconds later, the ground shook. Despite the distance, compressed air blasted over us.

      “Too late.” She squinted from the pressurized dust blown forward. “It’s started. Why did we come to this time point? They’ll be moving on the structure and surrounding me.”

      “Surrounding you?” I saw no evidence of anything besides the landscape.

      “Not here. There!” She gestured toward the explosion. “The tunnel must be there, but we can’t get to it before it closes. We’ll go through it soon!”

      “Kloan,” I said, my legs unsteady, “you are not making sense. What tunnel? Where is it, and why do we need to go through it?”

      “It’s the only way to escape. At least without so many deaths. The masters will bring all the children against me—I couldn’t just slaughter them. I didn’t want to. She knew, so she helped. It will happen too fast, and we can’t be there when we go through!”

      The child was insane and shouting nonsense. I did not know what to say to rationalize this situation. With a growing unease, I concluded my questions were not going to help clarify anything.

      Kloan continued, panting. “We can go around, find the path. Yes. Catch ourselves before we leave and then you can see us when we go as well.”

      I watched in silence, baffled, as she sprinted up the mountainside.

      I reviewed my status. I had been plucked from one time and place. Torn from all those I loved and removed from the desperate fight for the soul of our galaxy. A child dragged me to a strange world in an unknown system surrounded by enemies. She spouted nonsense. Forced me to turn from one mad rush to another, none of the reasons for anything explained.

      She had faded from sight, and I would soon be alone. I had to follow her again. It was absurd, but she was all I had to connect me with the past and my home. This girl-thing was both my captor and hope for deliverance. Yet for all I could tell, she was utterly deranged.

      Again, I ran after her.
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        One cannot determine what is real. It turns out that a mathematical model involving imaginary time predicts not only effects we have already observed but also effects we have not been able to measure yet nevertheless believe in for other reasons. So what is real and what is imaginary? Is the distinction just in our minds?

        Stephen Hawking

      

      

      

      I struggled to adapt to the low friction of whatever field had been placed around me. Racing up the slope proved to be harder than descending. In the growing light of the breaking dawn, my footing was far from secure. My sturdy, six-toed feet failed to find an adequate grip. I tumbled forward, once smashing my torso against jagged rocks and slicing through my exoskin. Thankfully, the endoskin was unbroken, and no fluid vessels were damaged. It was clear this mysterious coating did not protect me from mechanical trauma. Its purpose matched hindrance more than help.

      Her voice echoed in my mind again.

      Stop complaining, Xix! We’re late!

      Below, the explosions continued for some time. We dashed up the hillside in the direction opposite the chaos. She said the carnage related to someone we would meet.

      We’ll go see me there, and then you’ll see what happens.

      What had the child meant? Another clone copy? I was lost.

      The greatest blast rattled the rocks as we rounded the mountain face. The city was concealed behind it.

      She stopped and turned around, staring backward. “It’s going to be close,” she panted. “Look, above is the path, and the gate is still shut.”

      “What gate? Explain to me, Kloan.”

      “It’s our door. The one we have to take to save everything.” Already she was moving forward again.

      Fatigued, I trudged the stony landscape after her. In the distance ahead, I glimpsed a shining disk. The circle glinted in the morning’s rays from the local star.

      “That’s it,” she said, sweat dripping from her face and eyebrows, her white skin reddening with the exertion.

      “The gate?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      Whatever it was, it was at least an hour’s walk over a difficult terrain. I did not relish another hike in the strange sheath around my body.

      Indeed, the trek proved especially challenging. The path was a series of terraced, jutting rocks, stacked one on the other. On each flat sheet, the going was simple. Between the outcroppings, sudden elevations required free climbs. This should not have taxed me. The gravity on this world was lower than on Xix and a little more than Earth. However, in this frictionless form, I beat the odds by not slipping to my death.

      Reaching the partial summit of yet another ridge, we obtained our first real view of this doorway. From this vantage point, it appeared much larger. The circle spanned several times our height in radius. A portion of the disk plunged beneath the rock itself. The walkway ahead cut through it like a geometric chord. This segment of the ring was invisible. In proximity, the surface lost reflectivity. It assumed a semitransparent skin like a body of water.

      My eyes fixated on three figures in front of it. One was human. From its shape, the color of the hair, and elements in the skull, it was another clone of Ambra Dawn. Next to it was a much taller form with many more appendages. It required no guesswork to see it was a Xix. It stared forward toward a third figure beside the disk. A second Xix. One I could see as it faced us. A being I knew as well as my own heart.

      My lifemate, Synphel.

      My legs buckled as the synaptic transmissions in my cortex consumed my signal fluids. Images and emotions darted through my mind of a life denied, a lover lost, now found in front of us. I steadied myself on the rock we had scaled, hardly daring to believe what my visual organs were showing me.

      “Kloan, why didn’t you tell me?” I asked. “How can Synphel be here? Who are the others?”

      She squinted in the bright light from the disk. “It’s too close to me, this future. No other Xix the first time. Something has altered the timeline.”

      “First time? What are you saying?”

      Before I could get an answer, Synphel disappeared. It was instantaneous. I let out a cry as I gazed motionless at the empty space remaining.

      “Well, that’s new, too.”

      “They are going through the portal?” I asked. “Where?”

      “I don’t know. The timelines are scrambled now. It’s all cycling.”

      “Can we follow them?”

      “We go where the gate takes us.”

      I stumbled forward. I had to speak to these creatures, find out why Synphel was there and where my mate went. I rushed like a nymph fixated on a single goal to the exclusion of all other thought.

      “Waythrel!” cried Kloan. “It’s no use! Look!”

      Concluding some conversation, the pair in front of us clasped hands. In desperation, I watched them step toward the disk. The bright light reflecting off the surface warped and flowed over their forms. Like some gelatinous wall, it enveloped them. With a rending finality, a final pucker snapped the opening closed. They were gone.

      I slowed my run and came to a stop. The cyborg reached my side.

      “We can’t find Synphel,” she said. “I don’t know where it went. Or how. But the others went through the gate.”

      “Can we follow them?” I asked.

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      I rested several meters from the huge portal. A deep physical and emotional fatigue crushed me. I shoved it away and examined the circle. Prismatic lights effervesced across the membrane. It resembled a cross-sectional slice of an Orb, something like the projection in the Temple where we had begun our cursed quest. I did not know if this system possessed a Time Sphere. All systems with intelligent life in our galaxy did, but whether we were in our galaxy was very much in question.

      The glinting, metallic surface revealed itself on close examination to resemble a fluid. It was a viscous, churning, honey-like substance. Within were stars—depths of stellar fields with no end. I felt pulled toward the artifact as I gazed. It was beautiful.

      “I want to try, Kloan.” Pure desperation flowed through me. “If we can find them, we can maybe discover a way back—find Synphel as well.”

      She winked. “We have already found them.”

      “Just tell me how to enter this thing!”

      “All ways are bent. Broken routes. Nonlinear topologies. Spacetime discontinuities. The dimensionality is unclear.”

      “What does that mean?” Nothing mattered except finding my way back.

      “Once we cross the manifold, we’re locked. A never-ceasing narrative, nested recursion. Loops ending as they begin with different parameters.”

      “So we may never be able to escape this world line?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then we die in it.” It was worth the risk.

      “No, Waythrel,” said Kloan. Her brows furrowed at me, the emeralds inside her sockets flashing. “No death. Limitless looping, ages without aging, circles in time never marking moments. Trapped.”

      “In what?”

      “One of the local hells.”

      All my eyestalks stared at the mad thing. “How else can we get out?” I asked, gesturing to the planet.

      “The gate,” she said. “That’s how I left the first time.”

      “The first time?” A suspicion began to brew in me. “The clone you mentioned—where is she?”

      “She’s right here.”

      “This is where you departed? When you went to kidnap me?”

      “Yup, I’ve gone already through so I could come back with you.” She smiled. “It’s an elegant loop, yes?”

      “It is madness!” My eyes were darting in several directions at once. I placed my hands to their stalks to steady them. “Can’t you summon some wormhole or something? Get us out?”

      “Not from here. I don’t have such power alone. The Orb brought us, remember?”

      “I cannot stay here!”

      “You aren’t the only one tested, Waythrel.” She sighed. “Each time’s different. When we finally understand, we’ll see the way.” She turned toward the disk. “Now’s the next step, the following stage of the journey. Do you want to enter?”

      My eyes darted in eighteen directions. My mind unanchored in this bizarre reality.

      “So, we can remain here. Try to survive by avoiding the Anti below, someday to perish in this remote corner of the universe. Or we can cross this portal. Risk eternal damnation to a self-referencing and modifying timeline?”

      “Yes.”

      I was asked to leap into an abyss with no pause for deliberation. Who can imagine infinity? Or what might lie on the other side of it? I could not assess the peril. A finite creature, my understanding of quantity—space or time—was limited. I could not grasp what horror I would be consigning myself to.

      “You are going with me?” I asked.

      “That’s the whole point.”

      Remembering the actions of the previous pair, I grasped her hand.

      She laughed. “Seems we’ll always be dancing together, Xix.”

      My eyestalks wrapped around each other. The covering sheaths expanded over them, blocking out all light.

      Kloan tugged on my hand. “Don’t be afraid, Waythrel.”

      We walked into the gel.
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        I weary of the voices that I hear:

        the cries of triumph, long and knowing talk.

        No more. No more! Away I turn my ear

        and seek once more the silence where I walked.

      

        

      
        To know true contemplation as before⁠—

        Forms freed from facts, the finite skin of trees.

        This star-filled growing womb is now my door

        and home and very substance that is me.

      

        

      
        Each force and austere symmetry are mine

        in flesh and knowledge without truth unknown.

        Yet seeing all more makes me less divine-

        I hold small stones beside the sea alone.

      

        

      
        Beyond the truth are dreams that make it so.

        What shapes the Everwomb? I seek to know.

      

        

      
        —Mazandarani, Sonnets from the Desert
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        On this Earth do I stand,

        Unvanquished, unslain, unhurt.

        Set me, O Earth, amidst the nourishing strength

        That emanates from thy body.

        The Earth is my mother,

        her child am I!

      

      

      
        
        from the Atharva Veda

      

      

      I felt cold, yet all signs pointed to a climate temperate for my species.

      I unfurled my eyestalks, trying to remain calm. My visual organs adjusted and brought the environment into focus. The nature of Xixian vision is difficult to describe to humankind. The broader wavelength range of photoreceptors, how it paints reality in hues and shadows unknown to you, is the minor difference. It is instead the integration of eighteen eyes. Their ability to orient in any direction. The resulting product is both a panoramic and multilayered depth perception.

      My eyes focused, and I identified the location. Significant radiance with maximal wavelengths in what humans interpret as green. The light poured from a single focal point. A star bathed an ocean of vegetation. Liquid rushed nearby, and a humid breeze swept over my chilled form. A loud, feathered creature squawked in irritation.

      “New Earth,” I said.

      A girl’s voice piped. “Nope. Close, though. The old one.”

      My eyes turned away from their distant contemplations of the Great Plains. Down a small hill a stream bubbled. At the edge was Kloan. She tossed her garments to the side. Her thin, athletic contours plunged into the water to her ribcage. She was scrubbing her body.
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