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    “We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time.”  
 
    
― T.S. Eliot, four quartets 
 
      
 
    “And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” 
 
    ― John 8:32 (KJV) 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 1 
 
    TAVEN’S TEARS WASHED away the pain.  Not all the pain, of course, but enough that it was hard for him to stop crying.  Kenna sat next to him in Meta’s hallway.  Except for his intermittent sobs, it was quiet there.   
 
    Most people Taven knew couldn’t do this, couldn’t sit next to a man as upset as he was without trying to calm him down.  They would talk him out of his tears.  But Kenna was a master of silence.  She knew its healing benefits.  And ironically, the solemn warrior seemed comfortable with his outpouring of emotion.   
 
    Slowly, a flame of hope began to burn inside Taven.  Kenna had lit it without changing any of his circumstances.  His wife Amy was still infused with Cat’s essence, still Eleazar’s heir apparent.  And his little girl Evelynn was still another casualty of this terrible war.   
 
    What Kenna had done for him—besides giving him a shoulder to cry on—was to point out the truth;  there was a way to bring people back from the dead in the Sim-Verse.  They’d both seen it with their own eyes.  Taven had witnessed distorted versions of Mack, Isham, and Jaron inside Eleazar’s trick construct.  Kenna had seen Iris in Meta.  And now Cat had returned, albeit embodied within Amy. 
 
    If they could exist, there was a chance that Taven could bring back Evelynn.  And maybe everyone else too.  Amy seemed like a lost cause.  But now that Taven believed his little girl could come back, he clung to the possibility that Amy could be saved as well.  She was still out there, corrupted but alive. 
 
    “There you guys are,” Dr. Hewitt said, coming down the hallway.   
 
    Taven stood up quickly.  He brushed himself off, hoping the scientist wouldn’t notice he’d been crying.   
 
    “Is everything okay out there?” Taven deflected. 
 
    “Uh, yeah.  I guess so,” Hewitt answered.  “Counselor Togo has everyone settled down for now.” 
 
    “You mean they don’t want to string me up?” Taven asked. 
 
    Hewitt seemed perplexed for a second.  Then he chuckled.  “Oh, no.  You’ve been vindicated, my friend.  We scanned the two spies you pointed out—scanned Chair Tsung’s body too.  Now everyone realizes you saved us once again.” 
 
    “Yay me,” Taven said with dull sarcasm. 
 
    As usual, Kenna misunderstood.   
 
    “Now is not the time for celebration,” she admonished.  “We need to contemplate our next step.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Hewitt said, “I don’t think we can relax just yet.”  Then he looked around uneasily.   
 
    “What is it?” Taven demanded.   
 
    “Well, there are certainly existential threats out there; the Seekers and all.  But there are also mundane concerns that need to be addressed before we can strategize.” 
 
    “Out with it,” Taven pushed. 
 
    Hewitt stammered for a second.  “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starving.  I haven’t eaten in twelve hours.” 
 
    “Were you not here with the team working on the security system?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “Well, yes.  But I had planned to return to the Braun Orbiter’s cafeteria, so I didn’t pack a lunch.  Then the Seekers showed up and—I’m famished, guys.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do about it?” Taven grumbled. 
 
    “Look, this is something we need to work out for everybody’s sake, not just mine,” Hewitt continued.  “There aren’t exactly grocery stores or vending machines around here.” 
 
    “How were the Gatekeepers able to obtain nourishment?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “They went inside the constructs,” Taven replied. 
 
    “That’s right,” Hewitt said.  “They spent as little time in these halls or in any other part of the Sim-Verse, for that matter, as they could.  Presumably, they got all their—” He raised his hands to make air quotes.  “—food from inside the constructs themselves.  They were immortal, so long as they stayed inside those worlds.”  He looked off dreamily. 
 
    “But there’s no reason to think non-Gatekeepers can even enter Meta’s constructs, let alone eat inside them,” Taven argued.  
 
    Hewitt tilted his head back and forth and made a discriminating frown like he was weighing the evidence.   
 
    “That may be true,” he said, “but I for one am ready to test that hypothesis.  If it doesn’t work, we’ve got to figure out a workaround.” 
 
    Taven’s mind ran through possible scenarios, like sending envoys to collect food from other sims and returning to feed people in Meta.  Even though the time differential between Meta and the rest of the Sim-Verse worked in their favor, traveling in and out of the city was a cumbersome solution.  It could be a dangerous one too if they happened to cross paths with Seekers.     
 
    “What do you need?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Well, there’s the rub,” Hewitt answered.  “We can’t simply enter the constructs on our own.” 
 
    “You need a Gatekeeper to open the portals?” Kenna guessed. 
 
    “Precisely,” Hewitt replied.  “Now the good news is that since the Dyson spheres have all been constructed, Meta’s got plenty of power.  The constructs should all be online now.  We just need to open the doors and enter.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Taven said, wanting to get this over with. 
 
    “We’re actually at a suitable node,” Hewitt explained, pointing to the paneling behind Taven.   
 
    Taven switched to Gatekeeper vision and saw the otherwise invisible handle, essentially an infrared doorknob.   
 
    “You ready?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Yes, let’s all be quick,” Hewitt suggested.  “Get what you need and come right back.” 
 
    Kenna nodded in approval.  Then Taven pulled the handle, and a portal the size of a small bathroom mirror appeared on the wall.   
 
    “How do we fit into that?” asked the plump scientist. 
 
    “Maybe you don’t have to,” Taven answered.  He could see Hewitt understood his meaning by the change of his expression.   
 
    “Ah, yes,” Hewitt said, starting toward the portal.  He stopped right before touching the shimmering disk on the wall.  “If, uh… I don’t anticipate it being difficult for us to return.  But if we don’t come back…” 
 
    “I’ll come get you,” Taven promised. 
 
    “Wait, aren’t you coming too?” Hewitt questioned. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Taven said truthfully.  Something about getting the Sim-Verse’s biggest cosmic sucker punch had taken away his appetite. 
 
    “Right.  Here goes nothing,” Hewitt said, extending his fingertip until it touched the small disk.  His body froze, and a second later, he vanished. 
 
    “I will return as soon as possible,” Kenna said, following Hewitt into the portal.   
 
    After they had entered the construct, Taven released the handle.  The small disk on the wall disappeared, and he resigned himself to waiting. 
 
    But before he could decide how to occupy his time, there was a flash in the hall.  He was alarmed, fearing it was a Seeker’s jumper.  But it was only Kenna returning from the construct. 
 
    “That was fast,” he said. 
 
    “Was it?  I had difficulty at first finding what I required.  But as I searched—” 
 
    “It all appeared?” 
 
    “Yes, Taven Smith.  It was quite peculiar.” 
 
    “I can remember,” he said, thinking back to his time inside the Hudson Construct.  He figured his experience there was only a shadow of what was possible inside Meta’s constructs; each one of which was many times larger than the Hudson’s.  Not only that, Hewitt claimed Meta’s constructs were all interconnected, worlds inside of worlds that rivaled the Sim-Verse itself.  And unlike the Hudson Construct that had been created to serve Cat and her ideologically driven empire, there was no reason for these constructs to have so many restrictions.  Likely, they simply gave inhabitants what they wanted. 
 
    “What’s taking him so long?” Taven complained.  “If you flashed back so quickly…” 
 
    “I did not see him inside the construct.  Perhaps he is lost?” Kenna said sympathetically.   
 
    Taven knew that time itself was relative; Meta was the slowest place in the Sim-Verse, and all primaries, sub-sims, and the city’s constructs ran faster. 
 
    Just as Taven decided he was going to have to go in after Hewitt, there was another flash in the hallway.  Hewitt appeared with a big smile on his face. 
 
    “That was spectacular,” he exclaimed.  “You should have seen the panini I had.  And the baba ghanoush was to die for.” 
 
    “Kenna flashed back after a couple seconds,” Taven said.  “What took you so long?”  
 
    Hewitt checked the time on his wrist console.  “I was out less than a minute here.”   
 
    Taven stared him down.  Finally, he admitted, “Okay, I took a nap.” 
 
    “Now that you’re fresh, bright eyed, and bushy tailed, lets figure out our next move,” Taven insisted. 
 
    “Right,” Hewitt said, not missing a beat.  “I’ve been thinking long and hard about that.”   
 
    The chubby nerd was probably telling the truth.  He might have spent hours inside the construct contemplating the situation while Taven hadn’t had time for the problems to even register. 
 
    “We’ve got to assume that the Seekers either already have Meta’s frequency or very soon will have it,” Hewitt continued. 
 
    “But General Stafford made it impossible for them to retrieve Meta’s frequency from Fort Kerak,” Kenna argued. 
 
    “I realize that,” Hewitt said.  He looked at Taven and hesitated before adding, “We know that some people from Earth were captured.” 
 
    “Not just some people—” Taven blurted out.  He stopped himself. 
 
    Delicately, Hewitt continued.  “And we know, based on Togo’s census, that several key personnel, including members of the Joint Council, did not make it to Meta.  It is likely at least one person with knowledge of Meta’s frequency has been captured and is presently—if not already—being interrogated.” 
 
    “Blast it!” Taven said, smashing his hand against the wall.   
 
    His violent reaction made the other two flinch.  He was angry because of the situation and because he had not anticipated it.   
 
    “What about security?  You’ve been working on it this whole time,” Taven said, putting the blame squarely on Hewitt’s shoulders. 
 
    “Like I said before, the city’s fully powered.  And I’ve got the system’s program up and running.” 
 
    “So we’re good,” Taven declared, trying to run off with the victory before he could be contradicted. 
 
    “Well, not exactly.  Apparently, some connections were taken offline in the recent past.” 
 
    “Where?” Taven asked, fearing he knew the answer. 
 
    “By the readouts, it looks like there are some disconnected energy conduits somewhere above the library.” 
 
    “Iris,” Taven said softly.   
 
    Kenna looked up, clearly surprised to hear her pupil’s name spoken. 
 
    “Iris took down some of the security,” Taven explained, “so that Cat and I could enter Meta undetected.” 
 
    “Then that’s definitely it,” Hewitt said, starting back toward the library.  The two of them joined him in his hurried pace.  “If Iris disconnected the conduit…” 
 
    “Then I can help reconnect them,” Kenna offered. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Hewitt said, giddy.  “Speaking of security, Taven, I’ve been thinking about the old adage: the best defense is a good offense.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me the city has weapons I don’t know about,” Taven replied. 
 
    “Likely there are weapons none of us have discovered yet.  But I think the greatest defense we have is your Gatekeeper abilities.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” Taven said insincerely.  “But I can only use some of them here.  Temporal fields don’t work inside Meta, and neither do my telekinetic powers.  That’s why I had to grab someone’s blaster to take out Tsung.  Not only that, but I’m just one person.  I can’t do it all.  That much has become painfully obvious.” 
 
    “Well, that’s actually my point,” Hewitt said, just as they entered the crowded library.  “If we really want to get the upper hand against the Seekers, we need more Gatekeepers.”   
 
    “First of all,” Taven said, “I still don’t know how that’s done.”   
 
    “True,” Hewitt countered, “but we know Cat and Eleazar both have done it before.  It must be like your other abilities; you just haven’t unlocked it yet.  The answers are somewhere here in Meta.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Taven said, “but you can’t be serious about turning all these people into Gatekeepers.”  He gestured toward the evacuees.  “Who are we to do that to them?” 
 
    “Who are we to deny them the opportunity?” Hewitt replied.  “We know that Gatekeepers don’t age while inside the constructs.  We’re talking about a form of immortality.”   
 
    The three of them said nothing more for a time.  They watched the crowd hum along grumpily in this hi-tech refugee camp.   
 
    Taven understood Hewitt’s argument.  But there seemed to be something wrong about passing out Gatekeeper code like it was candy.  Of course, he knew that those who wanted the code would say that he had no right to play God, that he shouldn’t keep something like that for himself.  But he also felt like he would be playing God if he overwrote his Gatekeeper code onto someone.  Before Meta’s demise, the Gatekeepers had only done so to replenish their numbers.  The Makers must have set things up this way for a reason.     
 
    Finally, Taven said, “Let’s feed them first; then we’ll figure out what to do with these people.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    Mikael went down on one knee.  “My queen,” he said, waiting for her response. 
 
    “You’ve been Eleazar’s Eyes for some time; is that correct?” Amy asked. 
 
    “Yes, since Isham rebelled.” 
 
    “And you were my faithful second in command before that?” 
 
    Mikael looked up for a second before bowing his head again.  He couldn’t get used to the fact that he was simultaneously speaking to both Amy and Cat. 
 
    “Of course, yes, my Sovereign.”  This was the title Cat had used then. 
 
    Amy stepped down from her throne, the same throne Eleazar had used, and descended the steps until she was standing directly over Mikael.  He didn’t dare look up now, and he feared at any moment, she might strike him down. 
 
    “Are you of any use to me now?” she finally asked.   
 
    She grabbed his chin and swiftly tilted his head up, and Mikael had the strange feeling he was about to be force-fed like the domesticated waterfowl of Barthenia.   
 
    “I will do anything to stay in your service, my Queen.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt that.  But what can you do?” 
 
    Mikael scrambled.  “I can instruct your army,” he offered. 
 
    “I can as well,” she said, “and I can train any number of individuals to do the same.  Unlike you, none of them have ever failed me.” 
 
    Mikael felt dread and shame rush over him, remembering the incident on Kairos when Taven and his friends had escaped the jail.  Mikael had barely survived the ceiling’s cave-in, and now he wondered if he wouldn’t have been better off dying then and there.   
 
    “I can…”  He drew a blank.  Why did she need him?   
 
    She released him, and his head dropped again.  As she walked a few paces away, he anticipated her whipping back around and delivering a deadly blow or worse.  Mikael’s hope-starved brain strained to find something—anything—that would keep him alive.  Then it hit him.   
 
    “I can get you Meta’s frequency.” 
 
    She spun back around.  With a cautious expression, she said, “This better be no trick.” 
 
    “It’s not, I promise,” Mikael said.   
 
    He had knowledge that she didn’t possess.  Though Eleazar had imbued Amy with Cat’s essence—which gave her the knowledge of how to use all her Gatekeeper skills—there were still things she didn’t know. 
 
    “There’s a prisoner,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, there are many,” she replied, unimpressed.  “We are interrogating them one at a time.  So far, it’s been fruitless.” 
 
    “There’s one you don’t know about.  Eleazar put him away in secret.  He was a high-ranking official for Earth’s Joint Council who had one of the command codes for the detonators in Fort Kerak.” 
 
    Amy’s eyes flashed green.  “Our operative was supposed to disengage the countdown device,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, this is true.  I have no explanation for how Earth’s forces successfully destroyed their systems but—” 
 
    “Destroyed their planet,” she corrected. 
 
    He paused, waiting to be sure that she was finished and that he wouldn’t be perceived as insolent. 
 
    “Defense Minister Howard Dault is imprisoned in a hidden portal,” he finally said.  “He most certainly knows Meta’s frequency.”   
 
    Mikael looked up and knew by Amy’s expression that he was safe again, that he had just redeemed himself.   
 
    He added, “And the prisoner should be highly motivated to talk.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    “YOU’RE SURE ABOUT this?” Counselor Togo asked.   
 
    “Yes, it makes the most sense,” Taven said, holding the construct’s door open for Meta’s de facto leader.   
 
    “But I should be out here with the rest of you, working the problem,” Togo replied. 
 
    “Somebody has to keep everyone in line,” Taven said.  “Constructs can be wonderful places, but we’re filling them with people.  And people have problems.  If there’s no one standing guard, watching over them, we who are working on the city’s security won’t have anyone left to protect.” 
 
    Togo smiled and slapped Taven on the shoulder.  “Are you sure you haven’t missed a career in politics?”   
 
    Taven smiled back, but he was just being nice.  Few ideas were more distasteful  to him than a life as a bureaucrat.   
 
    Togo flashed into the construct’s portal, and the long line of individuals started moving forward again.  One by one, Taven had been letting these people into the construct that Hewitt said was closest to the library. 
 
    Taven found the face to face contact more taxing than having to hold the invisible door open.  He was growing more calloused, more willing to forego common decency and simply ignore people as they passed him. 
 
    Just then, there was a ruckus further back in line.  A woman with brownish blonde curly hair who looked like she was in her late thirties moved from person to person, accosting people as she went. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Taven asked, irritated. 
 
    “My husband.  I still can’t find him,” she said.  She looked like she’d been crying and had simply run out of tears.  “He’s an engineer, on the list of evacuees.  But… but…”  She couldn’t bring herself to simply say the obvious:  he hadn’t made it off Earth. 
 
    “What’s he look like?” Taven asked. 
 
    Her countenance brightened slightly, and Taven figured he was the first person to give her anything that resembled hope.   
 
    “He’s older than me, fifty-three,” she said.  “Brown hair, with gray on the sides.  About this tall,” she said, holding her hand a few inches above her own head. 
 
    “I saw him,” Taven lied.  “He was looking for you.” 
 
    “You did?” she said with a stunned look. 
 
    “He already went through, thinking you had gone on ahead of him.” 
 
    “Oh, well… that’s great!” she said, and new tears began to flow.   
 
    The man at the front of the line, gestured for her to cut in front of him.   
 
    “Thank you. Thank you,” she said, quickly touching the portal’s surface and disappearing.  
 
    The man at the front of the line smiled, happy with himself and for the woman getting reunited with her husband.  He started to enter the portal but stopped, studying Taven who had gone back to trying to ignore people.  The man waited until Taven finally made eye contact.   
 
    Instantly, the man’s smile faded.  He can tell I was lying, Taven thought.   
 
    Then the man touched the construct’s door and vanished.  Taven was glad.  He’d be even more glad when this line of people was gone.   
 
    Taven told himself that he had done the woman a favor, that lying to her about her husband wasn’t merely to shut her up or get rid of her; the world she would find inside the construct, the one she would quickly build for herself, would soon compensate for her loss.  Meta’s computer would pamper her as it would everyone else inside. 
 
    Soon enough, the line came to an end.  When Taven let go of the door’s handle, he was surprised to feel the soreness in his arm.  He’d held the door open for umpteen thousand people.  And though they moved rather quickly, it had taken a considerable amount of time to get them all inside.   
 
    At least that was taken care of, he told himself.  They would no longer be a problem.  Taven pulled out his comm device and called up Hewitt.   
 
    “Any progress?” he asked. 
 
    “Ah, Taven.  Did everyone make it through the construct door already?” 
 
    Already? Taven thought.  His arm felt heavy as lead from holding the door so long.   
 
    “I just sent the last one a minute ago,” Taven reported.  He didn’t know why Hewitt answered a question with a question, or why he had to answer first to get Hewitt’s response.   
 
    “Have you repaired the conduit yet?” 
 
    “No.  Afraid not,” Hewitt said.  “We’re still making our way down the line, checking it as we go.  So far, it’s all been solid, and—unless the break is further down than I thought—we may be on a wild goose chase.” 
 
    That wasn’t what Taven wanted to hear, and he covered the comm so they couldn’t hear him curse.   
 
    Taven almost said it first, but Hewitt beat him to the punch.  “What are you going to do now?” 
 
    Taven thought about it.  He could try to help them get the security system on, but three was a crowd and he doubted he could hurry things along much.   
 
    “What I need are answers,” Taven thought out loud. 
 
    “Right,” Hewitt said, sounding unsurprised.  “I wish we could have used her sooner.” 
 
    Taven was confused for a second.  Then it hit him; “Mother?” 
 
    “She’s fully loaded; the Dyson spheres are supplying her with all the energy she could possibly need.  She exists for this precise purpose, to give Gatekeepers the answers they need before traveling outside of Meta.” 
 
    “But she’s a crackpot program.  She made me…”   
 
    Taven stopped, conflicted by the past. 
 
    “She wasn’t wrong before,” Hewitt argued.  “She showed you the future: the explosions, the command codes that Kenna and Stafford used.” 
 
    “She showed me Kairos blowing up…I thought.” 
 
    “You assumed,” Hewitt said gently.  “We all assumed that was what you were seeing.” 
 
    “The command codes—I thought they were for nuclear bombs on their way to Kairos.  But…”  Taven trailed off, struggling to admit what had happened. 
 
    “By you mentioning them in front of Kenna,” Hewitt said, “she was able to later recite them and help Stafford in Fort Kerak.” 
 
    “That means…” Taven paused.  “…it’s my fault Earth burned.” 
 
    Hewitt chuckled, and it made Taven furious.   
 
    “It’s no more your fault that Earth burned as it is Kenna’s or Stafford’s or anyone else involved,” Hewitt said, oblivious to Taven’s anger.  “The real kicker is, would Earth have been destroyed if you hadn’t asked Mother to show you the future?  If you hadn’t seen it, you wouldn’t have said the command codes, and… well, I guess that’s one more paradox to ponder after this is all over: is it possible to see the future and still alter it?” 
 
    Taven understood what Hewitt meant, but none of this was making him more excited about seeing Mother again.  “I don’t know.  Do you think she can be trusted?” 
 
    “Look at it this way,” Hewitt replied, “she didn’t lie to us before.  We just didn’t know who or what we were dealing with.  If we want answers, she’s the one who has them.” 
 
    It was as simple as that.  Or so it was to the linear thinking scientist.  But Taven couldn’t suppress his doubts.  But then again, what other choice did he have?   
 
    “I’ll check it out,” Taven finally promised.  “Maybe you and Kenna will get the security system up and running by the time I get back.” 
 
    “Okay, good luck,” Hewitt said almost gleefully.   
 
    Taven wondered why Hewitt sounded so downright jolly, and he started to say as much.  But he stopped himself; his emotions were getting out of bounds, the littlest things setting him off.  He’d been through a lot, more than his fair share.  But he needed to get a grip.  What mattered now was finding a way to stop Amy from getting into Meta and ultimately, finding a way to bring Evelynn back.   
 
    Taven ended the comm transmission without saying another word.  With a mix of dread and hope, he turned and headed toward the panel where he remembered entering the predictive modeling construct. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    AS MIKAEL TRAVELED closer to the Queen’s throne room, the cries and shouts of torments grew louder.  He made sure to scuffle his feet loudly so that she could hear him approach, since this passage was as Eleazar had left it, without any doors. 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” the Queen asked.   
 
    Suspended against the far wall—the one where Mikael had seen Eleazar banish him—was a sniveling, disrobed, and bleeding Howard Dault. 
 
    Mikael dropped to one knee.  “My Queen, the assembly is ready.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen.”   
 
    He looked up after she had kept silent several seconds.  She had a peculiar look on her face, and it begged a question.   
 
    Timidly, he asked, “Have you been unable to obtain Meta’s frequency?” 
 
    Dault whimpered behind her at the mention of it.   
 
    “Oh, no,” Amy said.  “I have the frequency.  I’m simply…tying up some loose ends.  That is all.” 
 
    Mikael hurriedly rose and left the throne room.  As he did, he heard more terrifying cries.  She had what she needed, he thought.  Now she was just toying with him. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
    MIKAEL STEPPED TO the edge of the rail-free balcony.  He suppressed his sense of vertigo.  From this height, the people below were an indistinguishable blob, a mixture of Seeker blue-gray uniforms that all the men wore, and solid colored dresses worn by the mothers.  These were the days, the moments, he most questioned his allegiance.  But long ago, he’d gone too far to turn back.  If it were to mean anything at all, the mission must be completed. 
 
    “Attention,” he said, testing the auto-projection system.   
 
    Though he saw no microphone, the system had zeroed in on this spot and amplified his voice for all to hear.   
 
    “It is my honor to officially present your Queen to you for the first time.” 
 
    He stepped away and knelt so that those on the ground would know to do so as well.  There was a mass scuffling sound as they all kneeled, then complete silence. 
 
    His head still lowered in deference; he stole a glance as Amy approached her mark.  With apparent ease, she began. 
 
    “Our Great Father knew the importance of commitment.  He knew that our united goal is greater, more important than any one of us.  He laid down his life to give us this moral clarity.  We must be willing to follow in his footsteps for the cause of meaning.” 
 
    “Our Great Father,” she said a second time, “did not perish by accident.” 
 
    Mikael thought he heard a murmur in the assembly. 
 
    “He died with full knowledge of what lay ahead of us, having carefully considered the cost of reaching our goal.  He selected me long before his last breath was drawn.  His demise was no surprise to him.  He who was blind—”  
 
    “Sees all,” chanted the assembly. 
 
    “He saw this very day,” she continued, “and he knew that in order to fully unite us, to empower us for our mission, you needed a Queen.  You needed a leader who could fully empathize with each and every one of you.  That is why I gave up my own flesh and blood, the exact same price you are being asked to pay this day.  Except unlike you with newborn infants, my child was several years of age.  The pain you will feel is a shadow of my own.  And it is for this reason, and because of Our Great Father’s choosing, that you can and must fully trust your new Sovereign.” 
 
    There was an upswell from the assembly, and Mikael couldn’t distinguish the sound.  Was it a cheer or a cry, joy or mourning? 
 
    “Now, join together as one,” Amy commanded.  “Mothers and fathers, look deeply into the faces of your children.  Think of what could have been, of a future without suffering.  When you have fully tasted this bitter brew, extinguish those flames which burn inside.”   
 
    She waited, then said, “Commence.” 
 
    Mikael looked out at the assembly just as the parents started to take the lives of their firstborn children.  He shuddered and looked away, back to his Queen who continued gazing onward, unflinchingly.   
 
    After the cries and moans had ceased, Amy spoke again. 
 
    “You may believe it is your duty to refrain from sobbing,” Amy said.  “But I am not heartless.  In fact, I demand that you release your pain.  Lift your voices and cry out to those who made this Sim-Verse.  Wail with all your hearts.  Make these walls shake with your cries, and let your hurt be heard all the way in the Makers’ world.” 
 
    This time, she didn’t need to tell them to commence.  Their collective pain was so great, so overwhelming, that the mere suggestion that they grieve was accepted at once.  Mikael had witnessed these initiations before, the first culling, the spiritual seeding that would later be recalled at every Darkening.  But never had he heard such a tumultuous clamor as he now witnessed. 
 
    After several moments, Mikael started to wonder if the cries would ever cease.  But the Queen thought otherwise.   
 
    “Now stop!” she shouted.   
 
    Hers wasn’t an outcry of one who couldn’t stand it any longer.  In fact, she didn’t seem troubled in the least, and Mikael even wondered if she might have enjoyed it.   
 
    “Now look around you, my people,” she said.  “Are any of your lost ones reborn?  Have they come back to you?  Of course not.  One of two things is true about the Makers this day.  Either they couldn’t hear you—they’ve intentionally turned a deaf ear to the Sim-Verse’s pain—or they heard you and didn’t care.  But the truth doesn’t matter.  Not this time.  Because we are on our way to create our own truth.  We will affect the future, we will reach the Makers, and if they do not relent and give us back the reality we deserve, we will destroy this place and everything in it.  We will take it from them and they will have it no more.” 
 
    She paused, and Mikael thought she was having to regain her own composure.  Then she said, “Together we will climb.” 
 
    The assembly joined in response.  “Together we will rise!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    TAVEN TOOK A deep breath.  He was at the entrance to the predictive modeling construct, i.e. Mother.  He really didn’t want to see her again, but she was his best bet.   
 
    Unlike the constructs he’d opened for the evacuees, this one didn’t have an infrared handle.  Under the paneling, there was a single nondescript tile.  He wondered if it was this way because Gatekeepers would have been in a hurry to access Mother.  But then again, wouldn’t they just jump to Mother from whichever of Meta’s constructs they were in?  He wasn’t sure; no one was there to show him the ropes.  The only two Gatekeepers he’d been around long enough to learn from had tried to kill him. 
 
    Taven touched the tile.  He heard a whoosh, and when he opened his eyes, he was back on Mother’s couch in the room that reminded him of a doctor’s office waiting room.  He smelled burnt coffee.  Just as he started to ask if anyone was home, Mother rose from behind the counter that separated the waiting area from another room. 
 
    “What took you so long?” she asked, pouring herself a cup.  Before he could answer, she offered him a cup. 
 
    “No, thanks,” he said. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” she said, walking away from the counter and stepping through the door that was in the corner of the room.   
 
    “All this self-deprecation,” she said, walking past him and sitting in the same peach-pink chair she’d sat in last time.  “You really should go easy on yourself,” she said.  “It’s always the same with you.  Push until you break.  Cry to me.  Pick yourself up, and then do it all over again.” 
 
    Taven didn’t know what she was rambling on about, but he didn’t like it.  “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked. 
 
    “What precisely are you referring to?” 
 
    “To the fact that when you showed me the future, I was watching Earth burn, not Kairos.  You knew it the whole time, but you only let me see what you wanted me to see.” 
 
    “Not true,” she pronounced slowly and firmly like he needed to be scolded.  “I showed you exactly what you asked to see, and you saw exactly what you wanted to see and hear.  No one is responsible for your thoughts, your desires, your actions besides you.” 
 
    “Here’s a paradox,” Taven muttered.  “Can you as a program lie to me?” 
 
    She sipped her coffee slowly, peering over the top at Taven.  He didn’t look away, though he felt like she was staring him down, trying to intimidate him.   
 
    “I can only lie if you first lie to yourself.” 
 
    “Great,” he said, throwing his hands up in frustration.  “What good are you?” 
 
    “I’m as good as you want me to be,” she said, shaking her head defiantly.  “Now, you’re here.  What do you want?” 
 
    Taven couldn’t believe the sass that came from this program.  If she wasn’t sentient—whatever that meant in a simulated universe—he couldn’t explain why someone would create her with this attitude.   
 
    “The Seekers are trying to reach Meta,” he began.  “They think they can communicate with the Makers.  Isham told me once that they even think they might be able to exit the Sim-Verse.  So, spill it,” he demanded.  “I don’t have forever.” 
 
    She laughed, like he was delivering a punchline that he hadn’t prepared.  “You know, Eleazar was here once, asking these same kinds of questions.” 
 
    “So it’s true?  Did you help him the same way you helped me?” 
 
    She sighed before taking another sip.  “You’re not there yet, Taven.  You aren’t asking what you really want to know.” 
 
    Her circular reasoning was infuriating.  If she didn’t want to tell him something, she claimed he didn’t really want to hear it.  If she lied to him, she claimed he was lying to himself.  Taven wanted to jump out of this construct and take a sledgehammer to it from the outside. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she said, and he wondered if she was reading his thoughts and daring him.  Then she said, “Ask what you are really here for.  You choose: defense or offense?” 
 
    Taven was taken aback.  Mother was either crazy or so many steps ahead of him it just seemed that way.  He paused and thought.  She was right about one thing: he either needed a way to defeat Amy, Cat, and the Seekers for good, or he needed a way to secure Meta from their attack. 
 
    “Defense,” he said.  “I need to learn how to shift Meta’s frequency.  If the Seekers find us before Hewitt gets the security system up and running, I need a way to move us, to buy more time.” 
 
    Another huff of a laugh.  Then, swallowing a big gulp of brew, she tilted the cup as if to examine it and be sure it was truly empty.   
 
    “Alright,” she said.  “Thank you for making a choice.  I can’t help you when you resist taking action.” 
 
    Taven couldn’t believe his ears, but he bit his tongue.   
 
    “I want to shift Meta’s frequency,” he said as clearly and firmly as he could.  He was tired of being misunderstood, tired of her games. 
 
    “Here we go again.”  Then she stood and said, “Come with me.”  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    KENNA WAS BEGINNING to feel like a human flashlight.  It seemed she had been brought on this journey for no other purpose.  Dr. Hewitt had used his hi-tech instruments for all the important stuff: checking power readouts, confirming when conduit was functioning properly.  And he used schematic charts to navigate.  She thought that if he’d simply thought to bring a headlamp, he wouldn’t have needed her at all. 
 
    “Careful,” he warned, pointing to the twin pipes running perpendicular across their path.  “That’s live.  Maybe it would be different for you, but most people wouldn’t survive a shock from that.” 
 
    She slowed as she came to the pipes.  Though the conduit looked harmless, she could feel its charge in the air.  As usual, Hewitt was right. 
 
    “Which way are we to go?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, the last place to check is on the other side of these pipes.”  
 
    Swiftly, Kenna leaped over the conduit.  Her glowing hands dissipated, making their surroundings dark. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Hewitt asked nervously.   
 
    Kenna’s hands glowed brighter.  “Yes, I am well.”   
 
    Kenna waited for Hewitt, but it soon became clear he had no intention of crossing the pipes. 
 
    “I don’t think I can make it,” he said. 
 
    “What would you have me do?” 
 
    He hesitated.  “Do you think you could check the last juncture?” 
 
    “I will do my very best.” 
 
    “But…you’ll need this,” he said, lifting one of his instruments. 
 
    “I will catch it,” she suggested.   
 
    He didn’t look pleased with that idea, but after seeing no other option he tossed it underhanded to Kenna.   
 
    She snatched it out of the dark air and said, “How will I know if the juncture is functioning properly?” 
 
    “Just place the device close to the conduit—don’t touch it, or it will fry the instrument.”   
 
    “And I will find the juncture where?” 
 
    Hewitt looked back down at the schematic readout.  “About thirty paces that way.  If this place was well lit, we’d be able to see it by now.  Just follow the red and blue conduit; you can’t miss it.  Stay on the comm and tell me what you find.” 
 
    She agreed and turned to leave. 
 
    “Uh, Kenna,” he said awkwardly after she’d traveled a few paces.  She turned and saw him in the dim screen light from one of his instruments.   
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Please hurry.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    TAVEN HADN’T EXPECTED Mother to lead him into another construct, but now he thought he shouldn’t have been surprised.  Everything about her was a game.  Nothing could be nice, neat, and easy.  And he was starting to wonder if Cat had learned a few things from her; he remembered how she had made him search for the medallion inside the Hudson Construct before letting him leave.  All the while, she could have let him go anytime she wished. 
 
    Taven stood on the steps to an ancient looking temple with stone columns that rivaled the ruins of ancient Greece.  He spun in a circle, surveying his surroundings which were quite pleasant.  They looked like the rolling hills of Tuscany.  There was a mix of vineyards and pine trees.  And the salty air hinted of a nearby coast.  As inviting as it all was, Taven intuited that he was supposed to enter the temple.   
 
    He’d asked Mother, “Where will I go and what will I do?”  But she had given some snide remark about how people have been asking that question since time immemorial and that he’d simply figure it out… or not, depending on what he truly wanted. 
 
    Taven climbed the stairs and found himself out of breath when he reached the top.  He turned back once more to appreciate the view.  He saw a setting sun on the horizon and wished he were here for pleasure.  It made him think of the trips he never got to take with Amy.  Despite his Gatekeeper powers, his ability to slow time and jump from sim to sim—he had still failed to find the time. 
 
    He heard what sounded like a rock landing on the stone pavers under foot.  He turned back around and saw someone duck behind a column.   
 
    “Hey.  Hey, you,” Taven shouted, marching forward. 
 
    When he reached the column where he’d seen the figure disappear, there was no one there.   
 
    “Could’ve sworn,” he said, not knowing whether to doubt himself or assume the construct was cheating. 
 
    Before he could waste more time contemplating the specter, he heard a crowd roar.  When he looked down the rest of the columned hallway, he saw steps like those he’d ascended leading down the other side.  He rushed forward, and when he was halfway down the steps, he glimpsed a mass of people gathered outside.   
 
    He froze, not because he saw so many people—he figured they could all be A.I.  He froze because he saw, clear as day, Mack standing at the edge of the crowd.  He wore a red and brown robe like those they’d stolen on Iris’s home planet.   
 
    When he saw Taven, Mack raised his hood, covering his head, and ran into the masses. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    KENNA CAME TO the end of the line, the place where the twin conduit pipes fused together before seeming to disappear, ostensibly into Meta’s outer wall.  She brought forward the instrument Hewitt had thrown her and held it near the conduit.  At first, it showed that the energy flow was suboptimal but within the normal range.  But as she moved the instrument closer to the actual juncture, the readout shifted dramatically into the red. 
 
    “I have found it, Dr. Hewitt,” she said over the comm.  
 
    “Great,” he said quickly, and she thought by the sound of his voice that she had startled him.  “Tell me exactly what you see.” 
 
    “The gauge barely registers when I hold it close to the juncture.” 
 
    “But the conduit before the juncture reads normal?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then that’s it.  For sure,” he said.  “All that needs doing is removing the short circuit.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” she asked. 
 
    He didn’t respond for a few seconds.  Worrying something was wrong, Kenna turned and glanced far into the distance at Hewitt’s faint glow.   
 
    “I…I was counting on you to figure that part out,” he said finally.  “Taven said Iris had somehow short circuited the conduit, using the powers you had taught her.  So I figured you of all people would be well equipped to…um…un-short-circuit  it?” 
 
    “I will do my best,” she said, entirely uncertain she would be successful.  “If you don’t hear from me after a few minutes—”  
 
    “We’ll come get you,” Hewitt promised. 
 
    Kenna wondered what good that would do.  Dead was dead.  If she was just incapacitated, what could they do for her: send her unconscious into a construct? 
 
    She decided none of that mattered right now.  The task before her was why she’d been asked to come.  It was for these moments she lived on, believing she, though virtually tech illiterate, could make a difference in the Sim-Universe. 
 
    “What did you do, child?” she asked rhetorically.   
 
    She laid down her instrument and felt with her bare hands in the dark, sensing the energy flow.  Just as Hewitt had said, energy in the conduit flowed properly until the spot where it was fused together.  From there, she sensed the energy flowing out of one pipe only, into Meta’s outer wall.   
 
    She decided to break the fused section and restore the second pipe by reattaching it to its proper fitting.  But how she would do this was another matter.   
 
    She wondered what would happen when she took hold of the pipe, when she cut it.  Would the energy simply flood out, arcing wildly in all directions, or would she be able to contain it until reattachment?  Unfortunately, no one could answer those questions; she’d have to find out for herself. 
 
    “Time is fleeting,” she said, pushing herself to work instead of fretting.  She closed her eyes even though it was already dark.  Then she pressed both hands downward toward the fused conduit. 
 
    Much to her relief, she wasn’t killed on contact.  She did, however, feel the charge begin to surge into her hands.  This was not unpleasant for her or for others from her homeworld.  It was as natural as breathing.  But just like too much or too little oxygen, electricity could still be dangerous. 
 
    She decided to cut the pipe that had been short-circuited.  She opened her eyes and watched her hands glow.  Once the arc from her fingers looped around the perimeter of the pipe, she squeezed.   
 
    Once she’d cut through the outer coating of the conduit, she felt a new surge of energy flowing back into her hands.  She strained, having to exert more force to continue cutting deeper. 
 
    “There,” Kenna said, when she felt the pipe suddenly give way.  She’d cut through, but it wasn’t totally free yet.  She wrapped both hands around the circumference of the pipe, trying to keep its energy from spilling out.   
 
    She eyed the pipe’s bent elbow.  It was a fixed turn, meaning she couldn’t just swivel the conduit back in line; she would have to re-bend it, reweld it into the desired shape.  There had to be an easier way, she thought.   
 
    Kenna released one of her hands from the pipe.  Despite trying to contain it with an energy shield, white lightning arced out in all directions.   
 
    On the bright side, now it was easier to see what she was doing.  With her free hand, Kenna pressed down on the pipe’s elbow.  She focused her energy on its perimeter; if she sent energy into its core, it would simply leak out.   
 
    When the elbow piece began to glow, Kenna tried moving it.  It budged, but it took great effort to bend the pipe.   
 
    Finally, when Kenna felt she was losing her strength, the pipe was back in position, in line with its original orientation.  Now for the hard part, she told herself: fusing it back in place. 
 
    It looked like there had been another structure here where the twin conduit reached the city’s wall.  Perhaps Iris had destroyed it after fusing the pipes together, Kenna figured.  The best she could do now was try to extend the broken pipe into the open fixture and hope everything worked.   
 
    Kenna moved forward so she could get both hands around the loose conduit.  She straddled it and felt the shock that could kill a normal human.  But she didn’t care.  The pain from the straddled pipe was nothing in comparison to the pain in her hands where she again contained the energy flow. 
 
    The real problem, Kenna realized, was that there was a half inch gap between the pipe and the hole in the wall.  It wouldn’t be so bad for an actual welder with pipe fittings or for her if she could just turn off the conduit’s power supply.  But she was unequipped, and her only plan, her only chance, was to heat up the loose pipe and stretch it the rest of the way into the hole.   
 
    Kenna let out an involuntary cry, the pain in her hands beginning to get the best of her.  She watched as the conduit grew white hot.  The more she heated it, the more pressure she felt building up from inside the pipe.  Any false move, and a new arc of energy would leap out and she’d lose some of her progress heating the pipe. 
 
    She let out another cry, this one out of frustration.  No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t weld the pipe into the hole in the wall.  The pipe was just too unmalleable.   
 
    Kenna began looking for a way out.  She was not a quitter, but this was too much for her.  The comm device lay a few paces back on the ground next to Hewitt’s instrument.  If she wanted to call for help, she’d have to totally release the conduit, allowing its energy to spill freely and do who-knows-how-much damage.   
 
    Just then, out of the corner of her eye she saw new light.  She first thought it was spilt energy arcing out from her failing grip.  But the colors were all wrong.  The leaks arced in white streaks.  These colors were softer, purple.   
 
    Kenna soon found herself enveloped in a cloud of light, and, though she was bewildered, there was something calming about it. 
 
    “You can do it,” said a voice. 
 
    “Clearly that is not the case,” Kenna replied.   
 
    Her reaction had been involuntary.  Now she wondered why she had spoken so freely with this mysterious voice. 
 
    “Would you like my help?” asked the voice. 
 
    “Who are you?” Kenna replied, though her heart knew the answer. 
 
    “Your long-lost pupil.” 
 
    “Iris…” Kenna said, feeling a tingling rush come over her. 
 
    “I am here to help if you let me.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kenna said, agreeing to Iris’s help despite her doubts that this was really happening. 
 
    The cloud constricted, smaller until it matched up with Kenna’s silhouette.   
 
    “For as long as you wish, I am with you,” Iris said.   
 
    Then, Kenna felt a surge of power rush through her body, like she’d suddenly become fresh and new.  She watched as the glow from her hands doubled in intensity.  And with relative ease, she molded the end piece of the pipe, extending and stretching it until it fastened into the hole.  The pipe welded shut and glowed purple-white. 
 
    “There,” Kenna gasped, releasing the conduit.   
 
    It continued to glow for a few seconds more.  She waited for a moment, confirming that the seal would hold and that the energy flow was indeed correct.  But then, the task at hand became a secondary concern.   
 
    “My child,” Kenna whispered, “you have returned at last.”  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    TAVEN RUSHED TOWARD the crowd that had swallowed his old friend.  Had Mack seen him?  He thought so, but then why would Mack be running?  And how could he be in one of Meta’s constructs? 
 
    Taven reached the mob and pressed in.  There were murmurs, hey-watch-it’s, etc.  But Taven didn’t stop long enough to interact with anyone.  He quite seriously doubted they were real people; probably just A.I.’s.   
 
    He made it to the other end of the crowd and saw Mack step into another columned hallway.  These were not elevated, nor were they as massive as those in the entrance to the temple. 
 
    “Mack!” Taven yelled.   
 
    He thought he saw Mack stop and begin to turn around.  But Taven’s sight was fading.  And soon he realized he was either passing out or exiting the construct. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    KENNA, IMBUED WITH Iris’s essence—that was her best understanding of the phenomenon—returned to the place where she’d leaped across the conduit.  Hewitt had waited on the other side. 
 
    This time Kenna crossed it without fear of touching it.  She felt the conduit’s shock but was unbothered by it, having endured far worse earlier.   
 
    Hewitt was gone, and so were his belongings.  Kenna stared out into the darkness.  She spotted a dim light near the ceiling hatch where they’d entered from the library.   
 
    “Way to go,” shouted Hewitt.   
 
    She started to reply, but then she saw him slip down through the ceiling tile.  Apparently, he would rather proceed with the project than wait for her.  But it did not matter.  They had repaired the conduit, and she had gotten the surprise of her life. 
 
    After a quick jaunt, Kenna reached the open ceiling tile, and dropped down, finding the ladder underfoot.  She jumped down, skipping the last couple of rungs. 
 
    “Way to go,” Hewitt said again, not looking up from his devices.  “Everything looks great.  I’m turning on the security system as we speak.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear that,” Kenna said. 
 
    “Yeah, well…” Hewitt trailed off.  He glanced up for a split second.  Then he did a double take. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she answered.  “Is the conduit malfunctioning?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” he said slowly.  “I mean…”  He raised two fingers and pointed at his eyes.  “They’re glowing.” 
 
    “Do you remember when I told you that I saw Iris?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “She is with me now,” Kenna said. 
 
    Hewitt stared at her for a few seconds, his face contorted as he thought.   
 
    He breathed, “Huh… okay.”  Then he looked down and smashed something on his screen.  “There.  That ought to do it.” 
 
    Just then, there was a flash, and Taven appeared directly behind Dr. Hewitt.  Hewitt unwittingly stepped backward, running into Taven.  Then Hewitt jumped and almost dropped his devices. 
 
    “What?  I—” Hewitt stammered.  He shook his hands like a child in a tantrum.   
 
    “Nice to see you too,” Taven said, unamused.  “Why’d you pull me out?” 
 
    “Pull you out?” Hewitt asked.  “We did no such—”   
 
    He stopped, looking down at one of his screens.  
 
    “Oh…” he said. 
 
    “What is it?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “I know what happened,” Hewitt explained.  “We just turned on Meta’s security system, and it yanked Taven out of the construct.” 
 
    “But…”  Taven needed a second to process it.  “Oh, because the Sim-Verse is all upside down.” 
 
    “Right, we know that the Gatekeepers spent all their available time inside the constructs.  But when any of the Makers’ rules were broken—moving from one primary sim to another, for example—Gatekeepers were mobilized to set things right.” 
 
    “If Taven was pulled out of the constructs,” Kenna asked, “why are the others not removed as well?” 
 
    Hewitt checked another readout, as if it wouldn’t be obvious if the thousands of evacuees had been yanked out of their construct.   
 
    “You’re right.  They are all still inside.” 
 
    “It’s because they’re not Gatekeepers,” Taven said.  “The computer pulled me, the only available Gatekeeper in Meta to go deal with the problem.”   
 
    He huffed, knowing how impossible the request was to simply fix the Sim-Verse.   
 
    “I was trying to learn how to shift Meta’s frequency,” Taven said.  “If I can’t get back into the constructs—I mean, Mother herself is a predictive modeling construct.  How am I supposed to…” 
 
    “I see your point.  What needs to happen,” Hewitt said, scrolling down one screen, then switching devices and trying another, “is that we disable part of the security system.  We’ve got to turn off the part that scrambles you guys out when the Sim-Verse is messed up.  But we need to keep the perimeter shield up so that we don’t have uninvited company.” 
 
    “You can do that?” Taven asked. 
 
    “I… think so,” Hewitt said, busily working.  “Tell you what,” he said after a minute, “I’ll turn off the whole system for now.  And I’ll crunch the code while you’re in the construct.  If something goes wrong, it’s simple to just turn everything back on.  It would yank you back out, of course.  But if there’s an actual problem, that’s what would need to happen anyway.” 
 
    Everyone agreed, and after Hewitt gave the go-ahead, Taven flashed back into the construct. 
 
    “I guess his memory is sufficient for the jump,” Hewitt said, noticing Taven had created his own portal. 
 
    “Ostensibly so,” Kenna agreed.   
 
    Hewitt kept working, not giving Kenna any idea how long she’d be waiting or any suggestions as to what she could be doing in the meanwhile.  Then suddenly, he glanced up and gave her a suspicious look.   
 
    “Do you mind, um…”  He made a hand flinging gesture like he was brushing something off, meaning for her to go somewhere else. 
 
    “Certainly,” she complied, though she found his manner insulting. 
 
    “It’s nothing personal,” he promised, as she stepped away.  “It’s just those purple headlights you’ve got going on.  They’re distracting.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    TAVEN REAPPEARED INSIDE the temple, where he’d first heard the roaring crowd.  He descended the steps, but unlike before, there were no people congregated down below.   
 
    He hadn’t seen it the first time, but where everyone had been standing, there was some kind of street art.  It wasn’t graffiti per se.  Rather, each stone paver was inscribed with a hieroglyph.  And when he looked at them from the right angle, a series of pavers would light up in tandem, and a holographic picture would project above them.  He saw battle scenes, Gatekeepers in mech suits, long kisses between lovers.   
 
    Taven stepped across this courtyard, ignoring the stones under foot.  Likely, they chronicled Meta’s history.  But he wasn’t here to learn about these dead Gatekeepers.  He needed to find out how to change Meta’s frequency.  If the answers were down here in the pavers, it would be like searching for a needle in a haystack.  Mother said he would know what to do, and his sense was to move on. 
 
    As he went toward the next columned structure where he’d last seen Mack, he stumbled upon another paradox; if Mother said he would know what to do, did that mean she saw into the future and knew he would pick the right way to go? Or did it mean that he could pick anything and it would turn out right?  Could he actually fail if she said he was going to succeed?  Were her predictions mere calculations or actual foreknowledge?  And how much—if any—did they bind the future?   
 
    Taven felt like he was a snake swallowing his own tail.  There were no answers, and he imagined he would never have them. 
 
    “Hello,” he shouted, hoping Mack would reappear among the lonely columns.   
 
    This layout of the temple made a right angle.  And where it did, the architecture changed.  No longer were the sides of the structure open to the outdoors.  The columns disappeared, replaced by stone walls.  And in front of Taven was a cavernous room, dark and uninviting. 
 
    “Hello,” he said a second time, wishing somebody would make a way for him that didn’t involve groping through the dark.   
 
    He knew he had to go forward, but he had another paradoxical brain-freeze:  Was what he was about to do really his choice, or had Mother planted the seed of this action and was therefore pulling his strings?   
 
    There was a crack in the floor representing a seam between the columned and walled sections of the temple.  As soon as he stepped across it, a torch on the wall came ablaze.  Then another and another, until the deep cavernous room was illuminated by dozens of torches hung on the rock walls. 
 
    “That’s a little better,” Taven said, proceeding into the room.   
 
    But as soon as he had, he felt a sense of panic, like the opening behind him would suddenly slam shut.  And he remembered having the same feeling when he’d first boarded the Hudson and had to pass through its outer doorway. 
 
    Taven then experienced a profound sense of vertigo, and he waved his arms, trying to find his balance.  After regaining his composure, he stood still for a couple of seconds.  Once he was satisfied that he wasn’t a trapped animal, Taven moved forward. 
 
    The center of the room was filled by a long continuous knee-high basin full of water.  The basin was the color of chalk.  Because of the angle, light from the torches did not reach the surface of the water, and it was as dark as the night sky.   
 
    Taven peered into it, being sure not to bend down.  It was the stuff of bad dreams, he knew, the kind of murkiness from which snakes and monsters would ascend.   
 
    When nothing happened, Taven relaxed.  His eyes refocused, and he saw his reflection on the water.  Gone was the scar across his face.   
 
    “One small comfort,” he said.   
 
    The water rippled, and Taven recoiled.  He scanned up and down the trough for signs of movement.  He found none, but the water continued to move, shaking like there was a distant vibration.   
 
    Then it stilled, and Taven noticed, despite the lack of ripples, his reflection was gone.  A light came on, which he first thought was beneath the water.  But then he realized it was on the ceiling.   
 
    He looked up in amazement and saw a distorted picture, like watching a 3D projection without glasses.  When he looked back down, he saw the image clearly, in its proper configuration reflecting off the water. 
 
    Like the pavers outside, here was a piece of Gatekeeper history preserved for posterity.  But unlike those images, Taven couldn’t turn away from what he saw.  He knew the identity of the young man central to this scene.  Forty years younger and without a blindfold, Eleazar was still unmistakable. 
 
    The younger version of his dead nemesis walked across a courtyard until he came to a woman wearing a flowing white dress.  They embraced, and Taven intuited she was his betrothed.   
 
    The story continued but only as Taven walked forward alongside the basin.  Next came a conflict between the couple.  They were arguing; though without sound, Taven couldn’t tell what about.  Eleazar struck his lover.  She fell.  Then she got up and ran.  But before she could leave the room, Eleazar grabbed her.  Turning her around, he began choking her.  Finally, she fell to the ground, lifeless.  Eleazar stood there motionless for a few seconds before running away. 
 
    The next scene was Eleazar before what appeared to be a tribunal.  Taven imagined it was the Gatekeeper’s version of a court of law.  There was an end to the proceeding, then each of the members of the tribunal threw a die onto the ground at Eleazar’s feet.  Taven guessed each die had a designation, representing a member’s verdict.   
 
    The next scene showed Eleazar taking a guard’s life during a breakout.  Taven recognized this section of Meta.  It was the same place where Mack had been kept when Gabe and the others had placed him under arrest.   
 
    The scene changed again as Taven turned a corner in the room.  Eleazar stood over a ring in the floor.  It resembled the well in the center of Eleazar’s palace sim, except it had additional features.  The younger Gatekeeper activated the ring, its rim twisting and turning, back and forth.  The surface of the ring came alive like a portal disk.  But before more could happen, Eleazar was intercepted by mech-suited Gatekeepers.   
 
    The final scene in this basin sequence was of Eleazar, already blindfolded and in chains before the tribunal.  Taven understood this was his sentencing, that he was being expelled from Meta permanently.  He imagined this set of projections were here as warnings to the others, a story with a moral: break the rules and you pay the price. 
 
    Why here? Taven wondered.  The basin and its imagery ended, and the room came to a dead end.  Taven caught a glimpse of a shadowy object in the center of the room.  At first, he guessed it was the same ring that Eleazar had tried to wield, but this object before him was recessed into the floor.  And though it was circular, there was no ring and certainly no portal disk.   
 
    Taven had trouble seeing, so he grabbed a torch from the wall and carried it to the object.  Carefully, he stepped down into the waist deep depression and examined it more carefully.  It appeared to be made of old wood, like something you might find on European ships from Earth’s eighteenth century.  There was a central vertical post, a solid piece of timber that rose from his sheathed footing to the ceiling.  In the ceiling, the best Taven could tell, there was another recessed circle, but he couldn’t make out its details. 
 
    He walked around the post carefully.  There were two crossbeams, and he quickly realized it was meant for two people to turn the mighty post.  At ninety degrees to the cross beams, there was an arrow, pointing like a dial toward the perimeter of the carved-out circle.   
 
    Taven found a long series of numbers etched on the curved outer wall.  And there were lines at regular intervals like on an old-fashioned ruler.  The numbers and marks were all faded, and he wondered how many thousands of years old they were.   
 
    Holding his fire up close to where he thought the arrow pointed, Taven read the number out loud.  In a jolt of awareness, he realized it was Meta’s current frequency.  He’d found the device to shift Meta’s location. 
 
    Taven stood back and looked at the whole thing one more time, trying to be sure he knew what he was getting himself into.  He thought about the scenes with Eleazar and why the Gatekeepers might have put them here, why there needed to be a warning.   
 
    Taven needed to shift frequencies, but that was about as detailed as his plan had gotten.  To what frequency, he had no idea.  Any would do, he decided. 
 
    He grabbed the worn and weathered crossbeam and putting his shoulder against it.  Leaning almost horizontally, Taven pushed as hard as he could.   
 
    His first attempt was fruitless, his feet slipping underneath him.  He turned around and pressed his back against the beam and came to realize why there were two crossbeams; the weight of this post was too great for just one person.   
 
    But he didn’t need to move it far.  Surely, he could move it just a little. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Taven pressed with all his might, and he felt something in his gut twist like he was about to hemorrhage.  Then he heard the low rumble of stone on stone.  The post was turning.  He continued pushing until he’d stretched out, using up all his viable leverage.   
 
    Instant sweat poured down his face.  He stepped aside and picked up the torch that lay on the ground.  He raised it along the curved wall, and eyeballed where the post’s arrow now pointed. 
 
    A smile spread across his face.  The arrow was clearly on a new frequency, a good six or eight inches from the old one.  If this device worked, Taven had changed the location of Meta. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    TAVEN FLASHED BACK to the library.  Like before, he stood behind Hewitt who jumped with fright a second time. 
 
    “I could have sworn I turned that blasted system off,” Hewitt said, sounding more agitated than normal. 
 
    “It didn’t send me back,” Taven said.  “I came here on purpose.” 
 
    “Were you able to change Meta’s frequency?” Kenna asked. 
 
    Taven noticed her eyes glowing purple.  He pointed to his own eyes, and she beat him to the punch before he could ask. 
 
    “Iris is with me now,” she smiled.   
 
    Taven just stood there a second, not saying anything.  Then he felt a smile spread across his face too.   
 
    “Hey there,” he said, as if to Iris.   
 
    Kenna nodded respectfully.   
 
    Taven thought that if Iris could come back—though he didn’t fully grasp what that meant—then there might be a chance for Mack.  For Evelynn.  For anyone. 
 
    “So…” Hewitt said, “you already moved us?” 
 
    “I think so,” Taven answered. 
 
    “Because, we kind of need to be sure about that,” Hewitt said. 
 
    “There’s one way to know for sure,” Taven suggested, stepping over to one of the spare jumpers.   
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Hewitt said.  “Send it away with a return jump programmed—” 
 
    “And confirm the frequency is a new one after it arrives back here,” Taven finished. 
 
    Kenna didn’t say anything, as usual.  But she looked happy, untroubled by the world around her.   
 
    “Got any suggestions?” Taven asked Hewitt when he realized he couldn’t think of any sim frequencies that weren’t occupied by Seekers, Earth included. 
 
    “Just a sec,” Hewitt replied.  “I’ve made a quick interface between Meta’s library and tech that we brought with us.”   
 
    Taven wondered when the scientist had found time to do that.  But his question seemed unimportant when he saw books flying off distant shelves and re-shelving themselves impossibly fast as Hewitt scrolled through various sims on his device. 
 
    “You’ll notice that many of the books are dim,” Hewitt pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, the ones that Cat destroyed,” Taven said. 
 
    “No, not just those,” Hewitt corrected.  “We’ve also dimmed the sims that the Seekers have taken over.” 
 
    Taven was surprised.  “How’d you manage that?” he asked. 
 
    “Well as you know, there used to be rules about people jumping between primary sims.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why the Gatekeepers came after me in your lab,” Taven remembered. 
 
    “Right, so I knew that meant Meta had a way to automatically monitor these kinds of things.  Once I found the program, I set it up to dim books in the library whenever someone jumped to another simulation.” 
 
    “Because the only people jumping right now are the Seekers,” Taven offered. 
 
    “Exactly.  Ah, here we go,” Hewitt said, reading from his device.  “Uninhabited by Seekers or friendlies.  This should work.”   
 
    Then he typed the frequency into the jumper’s jump drive, programmed it to return, and pressed engage.  The jumper’s door shut, and a moment later it flashed away. 
 
    The three of them looked at one another, wondering how long they’d have to wait.  But then the jumper returned, and Hewitt opened it like a kid with presents on Christmas morning.   
 
    “Yes, yes, yes,” he said excitedly.  “This is a new number.  Taven, you did it.” 
 
    Hewitt congratulated Taven, slapping him on the shoulder.  It was an act Taven would ordinarily dislike.  But this really did feel like a win.   
 
    “Now,” Hewitt said, “to add the pièce de résistance.  With the security system back on and our sim shifted, we should be good…for a long time,” he added.  “I’m turning on the system…” he raised a dramatic finger, “…now.”  He slammed his finger against his device. 
 
    Immediately, the lights flickered and threatened to turn off entirely before settling at a dimmer level.   
 
    “Blast it!” Taven said.  “I thought you had the system set up properly.” 
 
    “I did,” Hewitt said defensively.  “You both saw it up and running.  It yanked you out of the construct, but it was working just fine.  Wait…” he said, absorbed by whatever he was seeing onscreen.  “It’s not the security system.” 
 
    “What is it, Dr. Hewitt?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “Meta’s energy dropped,” Hewitt said.  “Something’s wrong with the Dyson spheres.” 
 
    “They found one?” Taven asked.   
 
    “Has to be a Seeker,” Hewitt decided.  “Those spheres were engineered to run indefinitely, unchecked.” 
 
    “Can you figure out which one it is?” Taven asked. 
 
    “It’ll take me a sec, but I should be able to trace it back,” Hewitt said.  Already, he was scrolling through screen after screen of data. 
 
    “After you figure that out, find me a ship,” Taven said. 
 
    Busily reading, Hewitt was quiet for a second like he didn’t hear Taven.  “Uh, that’s going be a little hard,” he finally answered.  “Meyer Corp’s fleet was scrambled to Earth.  We’ve got nothing left.” 
 
    “Who says it has to be a Meyer Corp ship?” Taven said.  “There are countless sims in the library with space travel capability.  Find me a ship; one that’s got plenty of weapons on it.” 
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” Hewitt asked as Taven marched off. 
 
    “Back to Mother.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    “TAVEN, YOU SEE who and what you want to see,” said Mother. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.  I’ve heard all that mumbo jumbo already.” 
 
    “You sure have, but here you are again,” she replied quickly. 
 
    “Mack was right there,” Taven argued.  “If I wanted to see him, if he was a figment of my imagination or just someone the construct produced for me—why didn’t he stop?  Why wouldn’t he talk to me?” 
 
    She stared at him like she was prone to do, and it always unnerved him.   
 
    “What about Iris?” he continued. 
 
    “What about Iris?” she repeated coarsely. 
 
    “She came back.  In Kenna’s eyes, I saw Iris’s color, the same signature I remember seeing with my Gatekeeper vision.”  
 
    “Did you really come here just to play twenty questions with me, or is there a point to all of this?” 
 
    Taven didn’t understand why she was so difficult.  He had so many questions, all of which he believed she could answer if only she would.  He decided to press her on an important issue.   
 
    “What about Eleazar and the Makers?” 
 
    “What about Elea—” 
 
    “Did he try to contact the Makers?” Taven interrupted before she could parrot him again. 
 
    “Oh, yes.  He tried.  After he tried everything else he could do to make things the way he wanted.  Can you believe the nerve of some people?  He killed her, then he wanted to break all the rules to bring her back.  Some things just can’t be undone.  A killer is a killer no matter how much you tamper with the Sim-Verse.” 
 
    “So that was what the ring was about?” 
 
    She looked away quickly, like she’d said too much.  But Taven wasn’t falling for it.  If she was this all knowing, future crunching program, she didn’t experience surprises, especially not those of her own doing. 
 
    “But it’s possible?” he pushed. 
 
    “Be more specific.” 
 
    “It’s possible to bring back the dead, and it’s possible to contact the Makers?” 
 
    “You already have your answer.” 
 
    “But…” Taven shook his head, “it’s what?  Just against the rules to do either?  Why would the Makers set this up and then make it impossible to utilize?” 
 
    “There’s a time and place for it all,” she said with slightly more compassion than usual.  
 
    “So then when would it be a better time than now to contact the Makers?  Surely they don’t want the Sim-Verse destroyed.  If we can contact them, they could set things right.”   
 
    He stopped and looked to one side as he fought back emotion.  The he finished, “They could bring my little girl back.  They could change Amy back.  They could…” 
 
    “Make it all go back to normal?” she finished. 
 
    Taven nodded, though once he heard the words out loud, they didn’t sound realistic.  They were a child’s words, wishing away the problems of the world. 
 
    “Contacting the Makers is a last resort, when there are no other options,” she said.  “Trust me, you do not want to go barking up that tree unless you have to.” 
 
    Taven didn’t trust that she had his best interest in mind.  She did her thing, her way.  That much he was sure of.  Mother wasn’t exactly antagonistic.  She was more like the weather: completely out of his control.  But like the weather, she could be utilized for good; and if Taven ignored her, it could be his undoing.   
 
    “I found the wheel,” he continued. 
 
    “A heavy thing, isn’t it?”  She put her cup down noisily on the table.   
 
    Why did she always seem aggravated? Taven wondered.  Why was she always dissatisfied with what and how he spoke? 
 
    “So we shifted Meta’s frequency,” Taven said, “but how do I do it for primary and sub simulations?” 
 
    She threw her hands up and made a sarcastic look up to the heavens.  “Finally,” she said, “a question worth answering.  And an easy one to boot.”   
 
    She grabbed her mug and sipped it again like she’d suddenly run out of caffeine and required another jolt to live.  She began answering almost before she’d finished swallowing.   
 
    “When you access your Gatekeeper tiles—the ones you can use to jump up to a primary, down to one of its subs, or back to Meta—there’s a small icon to the right of the tile.”   
 
    She jerked her whole body when she said right, as if she needed to explain which direction it was.  “Grab the icon as you would any object in a sim with your telekinetic powers…and twist.” 
 
    “It’s that easy?” he replied. 
 
    Another sip and answer.  “Is that okay with you?  Do you have to do everything the hard way?” 
 
    Taven didn’t respond.  He was frustrated by Mother’s attitude, by the fact that this strategic skill had been under his nose this whole time, and by the fact that Cat, his first teacher, and Isham, his last, had not explained this simple ability.   
 
    Taven knew that Isham hadn’t known how.  Otherwise he would have told him.  And Cat had been toying with him, never intending for him to have powers equal to hers.  She was just using him and had planned to discard him along with everything else she disliked in the Sim-Verse. 
 
    Taven stood up. 
 
    “Done already?” Mother said, looking up over her cup. 
 
    Taven was tired of her games; she always acted like he was wasting her time.  Then she’d suggest—like now—that he hadn’t asked the right questions, talked about the right topics, etc.   
 
    He didn’t answer before exiting the construct, and he hoped he’d never have to deal with Mother again. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    “YOU’LL HAVE TO steal one,” Hewitt said.  They were in Meta’s library.   
 
    “Don’t we have any allies with ships left in the Sim-Verse?” Taven complained. 
 
    Hewitt slowly shook his head.  “Afraid not.  Cat’s orb took out several friendly sims that had space navigating tech.  And since Kairos went under, the Seekers have taken out the rest.” 
 
    “What about sub-sims?  Aren’t there any left in the Ghost City Index?” Taven asked. 
 
    “I don’t think you realize how special space travel is,” Hewitt remarked.  “I mean, it’s not exactly inevitable that every civilization even invents the wheel or gets past horses and buggies.  Earth’s societies tried and failed for thousands of years.” 
 
    Taven understood.  He just didn’t like the idea of stealing a ship; all they needed was a new conflict.  
 
    Hewitt selected a sim with his device that was synched up with Meta’s library.  A book flew from the shelf and opened, suspended in midair.  Taven walked over and examined the facts and figures listed for the sim.   
 
    “I guess we can say we’ll be doing them a favor,” Taven said. 
 
    “We will be,” Kenna agreed.  “If we let Meta go dark, it will be defenseless.  The city’s constructs will not function, you will not be able to shift its frequency, and the security systems will be disabled.  If the Seekers found us, they would run through us like—”   
 
    The auto-translate module temporarily failed as Kenna spoke the last expression in her native tongue.  But Taven intuited that she had meant something like ‘a fox in a hen house.’ 
 
    “Exactly,” Taven said, hoping he’d understood her correctly.  “And even if we got lucky and the Seekers didn’t find another Dyson sphere—” 
 
    “They will,” Hewitt interrupted.  “If they found one, they’ll find another.  Their numbers are unimaginable.” 
 
    “But even if they didn’t find all of the Dyson spheres or if we were able to build new ones to compensate,” Taven argued, “the primary sim we’re about to rob would one day be overrun by the Seekers.  Whatever can happen, given enough time, will happen.” 
 
    “Murphy would be proud,” Hewitt responded. 
 
    “I do not know who Murphy is or why she would be proud,” Kenna said, “but we are wasting precious time.” 
 
    Taven and Hewitt both suppressed a chuckle at Kenna’s misunderstanding of Murphy’s law, but she had a point.   
 
    Taven said, “You’re right, Kenna.  Less talk.  More action.  Alright, Dr. Hewitt, keep the security systems up while we’re gone.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of leaving it down,” Hewitt said. 
 
    “We’ll stay in contact over the inter-sim comm.  Just remember to pull down the security shield before we jump back.” 
 
    “Aye aye, captain,” Hewitt said.   
 
    Kenna gave Hewitt another incredulous look, her eyes glowing especially bright.   
 
    Taven quickly ran to the nearby hallway that led to the main construct entrance.  The security team members had deposited their blasters there, stacking the longer rifles up against the wall.  Taven grabbed a belt and holstered a blast pistol.  His Gatekeeper abilities were incredibly powerful, but some jobs required different tools. 
 
    Returning to Kenna and Hewitt, he noticed the scientist now held a small black box in his hand.  It had a thin strap that dangled from eyelets on each of its sides. 
 
    “What’s that?” Taven questioned. 
 
    “There’s no use hijacking a ship if you can’t take it anywhere,” Hewitt said, handing Taven the box which was surprisingly heavy.   
 
    Taven tried to understand, thinking through their plan.  Though Kenna and Hewitt had been to the sim where the Dyson sphere was, Taven hadn’t.  And that meant he had no memory with which to create a portal via his Gatekeeper ability.    
 
    “Will it cover the whole ship,” Taven asked, referring to the jump drive Hewitt had given him.  “I mean—aren’t these just for the jumpers?” 
 
    “It’s the same exact technology we used for the fleet,” Hewitt explained.  “The only difference is you’ll have to tell it to expand the jump field here,” he said, pointing to a tab on its small screen.  “It’s mostly automatic.  You shouldn’t have any trouble.” 
 
    Taven didn’t like the sound of that.  Shouldn’t was a foreboding word these days.  None of the bad things that had happened to him should have happened.   
 
    Then Hewitt retrieved something from a pile of gear in one corner of the library.  He gave it Kenna, saying, “I think you remember how to use this.” 
 
    She nodded, and Taven understood it was equipment they’d used on Dyson spheres. 
 
    Taven put the jump drive’s sling over his shoulder and turned to Kenna who carried her equipment in one arm.  He took her other hand in his.  She gave him a surprised look before understanding his reason for doing it.   
 
    Then Taven raised his other hand and touched the primary sim’s tile from the open book.  A second later, the two of them flashed away. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    WHEN THEY MATERIALIZED, they found themselves in a hallway with floors that looked like dark polished marble and dull metal walls.  Taven and Kenna looked both ways, being sure they were alone.   
 
    “Which way do we go?” Kenna asked.   
 
    Taven switched to his Gatekeeper vision and scanned.  He found the biggest clump of glowing dots, representing people, and pointed.   
 
    “That way’s trouble,” he said, starting toward it.  She began to protest, still oblivious to sarcasm.  But soon they were on their way, and after a few turns, they came to the end of the corridor.   
 
    “That’s what we’re after,” Taven said as they creeped to the edge of a massive hangar bay and squatted down.  They watched as a starship roared its engines, taking off and exiting out the bay doors.   
 
    “Which one do we use?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “The biggest one,” Taven said.  “Which would be…that one,” he said pointing.  He stayed there, motionless. 
 
    “Why are we waiting?” she asked. 
 
    “You know, getting in there’s not going to be the problem,” he replied.  “But we’re not going to be able to fly that thing solo.  We’re going to need someone’s help.  Maybe a lot of people’s help.” 
 
    “I suppose you are correct.  What do you propose?” 
 
    Taven didn’t have much of a plan.  “When I call on you, just do your thing.  You know?” 
 
    “No, I do not know.” 
 
    “I mean, let your hands glow and stuff.  Don’t hold back.”   
 
    Taven saw her take a deep breath, and he guessed he had insulted her.  
 
    “I will do my best,” she promised. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, standing up.   
 
    They watched for a second more as people boarded the ship they were intending to steal.  From this distance, the people looked tiny, little olive-green specks.  And Taven knew the two of them were in for a bit of a walk to reach the starship. 
 
    He closed his eyes and listened for the high-pitched hum that was always with him.  Finding it, he pulled it down, and when he’d opened his eyes, the busy hangar bay in front of them had frozen.   
 
    “Come on,” he said, taking Kenna’s hand.   
 
    As before, she was surprised by his contact.  But as Taven used his telekinetic powers to lift them into the air and travel faster and faster toward their destination, she gripped his hand painfully hard. 
 
    “Here we go,” he said, landing them at the base of the ship’s boarding ramp.  They ascended the ramp, carefully navigating the frozen statues in their way.   
 
    Inside, things started to look more familiar.  Taven figured there were many ways to skin a cat but only a few ways to fly through space.  The ship’s cargo bay led to a main corridor with tributary halls on the left and right.  Once they made their way down this central vein, they found themselves at the bridge, the ship’s forward-most section.   
 
    Taven took time to inspect the computers and personnel standing about.  He knew his Gatekeeper auto-translation module would allow them to communicate with the crew, but the computers didn’t care about auto-translation; they needed the input of their programmers’ native tongue: yet another reason they couldn’t fly this mission solo. 
 
    “Do you think she’s the boss?” Taven asked. 
 
    He stood over who he thought was the captain, a woman with short auburn hair, sitting in a chair in the center of the bridge.  Like the rest of the crew, she wore an olive-green uniform made out of a wool-like material; tight fitting with long sleeves, pants, and collar.  Everyone except the presumed captain wore a short-billed cap, also green except for its brown leather brim. 
 
    “It is a reasonable assumption,” Kenna said.   
 
    But it was clear to Taven that Kenna was more interested in the weapons the crew possessed.  On both sleeves of their uniforms were what appeared to be cybernetic attachments; at least Taven hoped they were attachments instead of permanent implants.  The tip of a blaster—or what resembled one—was flush with the insides of their arms.   
 
    “Do you suppose these weapons extend into their hands?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “I don’t know how else they’d manage to use them.” 
 
    “How will we disarm them?” she asked. 
 
    That was a darn good question.   
 
    “Maybe we won’t have to,” Taven said.  “Are you ready?”   
 
    Kenna looked worried, like they had bitten off more than they could chew.  But she said nothing and took a strategic position by the door of the bridge.   
 
    “I will stand with you, Taven Smith.” 
 
    He was starting to get tired of hearing her say his full name.  She always did it when things looked the bleakest. 
 
    “Okay, here we go.”  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    TAVEN FOUND THE low hum and raised it, lifting the temporal field.  
 
    “—two canisters of nitric oxide.  Do you understand me?” finished the presumed captain. 
 
    “Madam,” said a crewmember, noticing Taven and Kenna. 
 
    Alarmed, the captain looked up.   
 
    “Howdy,” Taven said. 
 
    “Security alert,” the captain said, rising to fight.    
 
    “Ah, come on,” Taven moaned, hoping it wouldn’t go this way.   
 
    Quickly, he raised her off the ground, floating her to the front of the bridge where the main viewer was.   
 
    “Nobody move,” Taven warned, pointing his blaster at the captain.  “Or she gets it.” 
 
    Most of the crew froze, despite there not being any temporal bubble.  But two crewmembers at the back of the bridge raised their arms.  Taven saw their weapons engage, rolling forward into their hands.   
 
    Before Taven could act, Kenna stepped forward.  In rapid succession, she shot micro blasts, each targeted at the offenders’ weapons.  Not only did the weapons fall to the floor, but the metal strips inside the crews’ sleeves on which the weapons had been mounted became painfully hot.  Unable to pull out the strips, the two crewmembers danced around, wringing their arms in pain. 
 
    “Everyone, remain calm,” said the captain, still suspended in midair.  She seemed like she was trying to protect her crew, not herself. 
 
    “Now, this may sound unbelievable,” Taven announced, “but we mean you no harm.”   
 
    He felt like he was the visiting alien in an old twentieth century sci-fi flick.   
 
    “If we had wanted to hurt you,” Taven said, “we…”  He created a micro-temporal bubble, freezing just the bridge.  He ran across the room, then lifted the bubble.  “would have…” 
 
    Another bubble, another spot in the room. 
 
    “killed you all…” 
 
    Bubble.  Shift. 
 
    “by now,” he said, finishing out of breath.   
 
    Panting, he examined the faces around the room.  They were stunned, but he detected a glimmer of hope.  No sane person wanted to die, and these people—clearly understanding Taven’s extraordinary abilities—wanted to believe him. 
 
    Taven moved the captain back into her chair and released her, but he kept his blaster trained on her.  All eyes were on her, and he could tell the crew was an obedient one.  If she told them to, they would resist. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like we have much choice in this matter,” the captain said.  “Why don’t you tell us what you want.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, glad she would hear him out.  “This will all be hard to believe—” 
 
    “So is flying across the room,” the captain interrupted.   
 
    Taven was beginning to like her.  She clearly had a resilient spirit to be kicking back so soon after such a shock. 
 
    “We all live in a simulated universe,” Taven said.   
 
    As soon as he’d said it, he second-guessed telling them the truth.  Wouldn’t it be easier to just say they were aliens from another planet and wanted to use their ship?   
 
    “We’re inside a massive computer program,” he continued, “tens of thousands of universes, each with their own worlds, their own rules, their own problems.  We are from one of those simulated worlds.” 
 
    He waited a second to let the ridiculous sounding news sink in a bit.   
 
    “And you’ve got problems in your world,” the brave captain said, “so you need us to solve them.” 
 
    Taven smirked.  “Good guess.  Actually, it’s much worse than that.  We are all in a big pickle.”   
 
    He saw their confused looks, and he realized his poor choice of expressions was working against him, with or without auto-translation.   
 
    “Sorry.  I don’t mean we’re inside a fermented vegetable.  I mean we’re in trouble.  There are forces out there who want to destroy the entire collection of simulated universes.” 
 
    “Why?” the captain asked, sounding more skeptical than concerned. 
 
    Taven didn’t know how to answer, how long to spend explaining.  Either this was going to work quickly or not at all, he decided.   
 
    “They want it their way, and if they don’t have it their way, they want to destroy it all,” he said. 
 
    She seemed to be buying it, at least for now, he thought.   
 
    “But as you can guess, we need your ship.  We lost all of our fleet in a battle defending our world, one which we lost.” 
 
    “If your entire fleet, with your…abilities,” the captain interjected, “couldn’t stop these forces from destroying your world, why do you think one of our ship’s has a chance?  Or do you plan on taking our entire fleet?”   
 
    It sounded like a test the way she had said it.  Using all their ships wasn’t a bad idea, but if Taven was here to save them, to save the entire Sim-Verse as he alleged, he wouldn’t risk unnecessary casualties.  The captain was cunning, shrewd even, and Taven felt pressure to answer properly. 
 
    “We can make it work with just your ship, I believe.  And when we’re done, I’ll return you here and leave.  My world fell while I was away on a fool’s errand.  We were tricked.  But we are no longer in the dark.  With your help, we can stop them.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment.  Taven could only imagine how many questions filled her mind.   
 
    “And if we refuse?” she asked. 
 
    Taven looked down, then back up.   
 
    “We’re going to do what we have to, but it would be far easier to have your cooperation.  Look, if it makes things easier, send away non-essential staff.  We can take a skeleton crew, so long as you can fly this thing and handle bogeys.” 
 
    She looked down, thinking.  Then she looked back at Taven, searching his face for a reason to trust him.  Finally, with Taven’s blaster still pointed at her, she raised her hands slowly, requesting permission to get up.     
 
    Taven nodded, and she stood up and approached the nearby console.  She hit a button and spoke, “Attention crew of the Jackal.  This is Commander Tanshaw.  Classes B and C crew are ordered to exit the ship immediately.  Class A crewmembers, remain onboard and prepare for departure.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    THE TIGHT-FITTING uniforms of the Jackal’s crew first made Taven think they were all business, that they were stiff authoritarian types.  But as he watched them interact, he saw just how similar they were to all the astro-miners he’d ever known.  This sim’s people could have been great allies for the people of Earth.  And who knew?  Maybe they still could be.   
 
    Taven acted as if there was hope, even though his mind couldn’t find reasons for it.  In fact, he tried not to think about it.  It seemed every time that he did, his thoughts ran upon the same dismal rocks: his lost little girl and his wife who he no longer recognized.   
 
    “We’re all clear,” Commander Tanshaw announced.   
 
    The crew of the Jackal really seemed to be going along with the plan.  Taven figured if they were going to try a trick, they would have already done so by now.   
 
    He looked at the view-screen.  The starry sky was free from any other human made structures, no ships or people nearby.  Taven had instructed Tanshaw to take her ship far from the base to avoid being noticed when they jumped.  They could have jumped earlier when the Jackal  was in the hangar bay.  But Taven knew that would have caused more confusion for people in this sim, and the Jackal wouldn’t have been powered up and battle ready the way it needed to be. 
 
    Taven looked down at the small jump drive sitting on top of one of the bridge’s workstations.  Its strap spilled over the edge and halfway down to the deck.  He had already dialed in the Dyson sphere sim’s frequency.  But he needed to double check that the jump field had been expanded all the way around the Jackal.   
 
    “Okay, we’re all set,” Taven reported. 
 
    “What should we expect?” Command Tanshaw asked. 
 
    “I’m going to hit this button,” Taven said, pointing down at the jump drive, “then there will be a momentary flash and everyone will feel fuzzy.  A second or two later, we’ll be right here together the way we are now, except in a totally different universe, a different simulation.  Expect your navigation computer to scramble like mad for a few moments.  If it’s programmed to have any kind of anchor marks, for example your sun, or a constellation of stars, I’d recommend disabling it now.” 
 
    Tanshaw turned to one of her crew members and told them to disable the ship’s auto-assist and to navigate manually.   
 
    “But Commander, without an inertial frame of reference, we’ll lose attitude control.  We’ll be flying blind,” protested the crewmember. 
 
    “It will be like we’re back at Camden’s Field,” Tanshaw replied.   
 
    The crewmember understood immediately, though Taven had no idea what Tanshaw was talking about.  By the expression on the crew’s collective faces, they were more than anxious about this jump. 
 
    Taven waited for Tanshaw’s go-ahead.  After a couple seconds, she gave him a slight nod, and Taven engaged the jump drive.   
 
    Just as he’d said, things went fuzzy.  And he had the same unpleasant rush of memory return from his amnesiac state.  Present reality was an unwelcomed guest. 
 
    “Status report,” Tanshaw demanded.   
 
    “We’ve got one ship in proximity,” reported a crewmember, “and a…Dyson sphere,” he said, carefully pronouncing the new word. 
 
    “Put it on screen,” Tanshaw ordered.  “Shields up.  Weapons hot.” 
 
    Taven saw the main viewer change to show a Seeker starship in orbit between them and the Dyson sphere’s shadowy outline.  The sphere’s metallic paneling was barely visible behind the Seeker ship, because the only star in this system was swallowed up inside of the sphere.   
 
    Taven switched to Gatekeeper vision to scan the Seeker ship, but as soon as he did, it vanished.   
 
    “The ship’s gone, Commander,” reported one of the crew. 
 
    “That was easy,” Tanshaw replied.  She looked to Taven and asked, “Now what?” 
 
    Taven had hoped they’d find the Dyson sphere abandoned.  He certainly hadn’t expected to find someone here and for them to take off like that.   
 
    “We better hurry,” he figured.  “Likely, they’ll be back…with more ships and…”  He didn’t want to say the rest out loud as if doing so would make it come true.  “Commander Tanshaw, take us to the sphere.” 
 
    Tanshaw gave the signal, pointing forward.  The Jackal lunged ahead, and Taven felt the surprise shift before the inertial dampeners kicked in.   
 
    “Sorry about that, Commander,” said a crewmember.  “With the nav computer partially disabled, the inertial dampeners are playing catch-up.” 
 
    “Understood,” Tanshaw said.  “Everyone keep your eyes peeled.”   
 
    Apparently, she wasn’t the type for wishful thinking, and Taven was glad for it. 
 
    Closer to the sphere, the Jackal stopped.  Tanshaw turned to Taven but said nothing.   
 
    Taven walked closer to the main viewer.  “Getting anything?” he asked Kenna. 
 
    She was checking the equipment that Hewitt gave her.  She shook her head.  “The sphere is offline, but there is no indication why it is malfunctioning.” 
 
    “It could be any blasted thing,” Taven muttered.  “Commander, bring us around, would you?”   
 
    He made a circular motion with his hand in the air.  Tanshaw took his meaning and ordered the Jackal to progress around the sphere’s perimeter. 
 
    After the Jackal returned to their starting point, Kenna said, “There are no panels disconnected.”   
 
    “I noticed that,” Taven said.  “It’s sealed tight.  Not even a speck of light is getting through.  What about the transfer box?” 
 
    “It is near the southern pole,” Kenna replied. 
 
    Taven turned to Tanshaw who gave the order.  The Jackal dropped below the sphere and approached the small rectangular box, the only irregular portion of the sphere’s otherwise smooth exterior. 
 
    “Can you get a reading?” Taven asked.   
 
    Kenna was absorbed in her equipment.  “It is telling me that there is no power reaching the transfer box.” 
 
    “How’s that possible?” Taven asked. 
 
    Suddenly, an alarm sounded over the Jackal’s PA system.  A crewmember twisted in her chair, eyeing Tanshaw.  “It’s our hull,” she said.  “It’s abnormally hot.” 
 
    “The sphere’s heating up,” Taven explained.  “With nowhere for the star’s energy to go and no way for the power to discharge, its going critical.” 
 
    “Meaning what exactly?” Tanshaw demanded. 
 
    “If we don’t fix it, it’s going to blow.”   
 
    Taven stopped, closed his eyes, grabbed the high-pitched hum and brought it low.   
 
    “There,” he said.  “I’m slowing this sim.  The sphere won’t blow for a long time, but I can’t do anything about the heat we’re picking up inside the ship’s temporal field.” 
 
    “How bad’s the hull?” Tanshaw asked a crewmember. 
 
    “We’ve got some time, maybe ten minutes before it causes systems to malfunction,” came the report.  “Fifteen minutes and we’ll start having hull breaches.”  
 
    “Can you boost shields?” Tanshaw asked. 
 
    “Already at maximum.” 
 
    Tanshaw examined Taven for a couple seconds, then said, “We can always back away from the sphere.  But let’s give them time to solve this.  Mr. Smith?” 
 
    Taven didn’t know what to do.  “Any ideas, Kenna?” he deflected. 
 
    “If the panels are all in place but no power is reaching the transfer box, it must mean that one or more of the panels are in the incorrect sequence,” Kenna reported. 
 
    “Why didn’t they just blow it up?” Taven grumbled, thinking out loud. 
 
    “Maybe whoever did this,” Tanshaw offered, “wants you in this position.” 
 
    Taven knew the intrepid commander was right.  When someone doesn’t take the easy route, there’s always a reason.  “Trap or no trap, we’ve got to try to fix this.” 
 
    “If we scan closely, my instrument can read the panel’s ID signature,” Kenna suggested. 
 
    “But do you have a schematic readout for the structure?”  Taven asked.  “How will you know which one goes where?” 
 
    “I will remember,” Kenna said simply. 
 
    Tanshaw frowned in obvious disbelief.   
 
    Taven grinned and said, “She’s uh…good with numbers.” 
 
    “Well,” Tanshaw said, “There’s no time to lose.”  She ordered the Jackal to survey the sphere, moving slow enough for Kenna’s device to detect the panel IDs.   
 
    There were hundreds of panels, and Taven knew that this would take precious time.  The sphere wouldn’t blow until after he released the temporal bubble, but the ship was going to overheat quickly.  And whatever trap they were springing meant they’d likely have unwelcomed guests at any moment. 
 
    “There is one,” Kenna said.   
 
    Her device had projected a holographic representation of the sphere as it was catalogued.  The partially mapped-out sphere glowed red above her device which lay flat on the workstation.  She touched the panel in the air with her finger, and it flashed a darker shade of red. 
 
    “We still need to find the other one,” Taven said, “assuming there are just two.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kenna agreed.  “Until we find its pair, the Dyson sphere will remain inoperative.”   
 
    They continued scanning.  All eyes were on the growing holographic sphere as one new panel was added at a time.   
 
    Finally, when the sphere was two-thirds constructed, Kenna announced, “There it is.”  She touched the last panel as she had the first, and it blinked.  “They must be exchanged,” she said. 
 
    “Pull us back,” Tanshaw ordered.  “We need to cool down.”   
 
    The Jackal shifted swiftly, and Taven felt the same lunge as before as the inertial dampeners lagged. 
 
    “What do you need?” Tanshaw asked Taven. 
 
    “Uh,” he started, buzzing his lips.  “She’s the expert here.” He pointed to Kenna. 
 
    “The panels can be disassembled and reaffixed with minimal effort,” Kenna began.  “The locks actuate in response to a strong electromagnetic field.  Then the panels can be moved—remotely would be preferable.  Do you possess such capabilities?” 
 
    Taven was surprised by Kenna’s demonstration of newly acquired technical know-how.  He was also relieved to hear that Tanshaw’s ship had the right tools for the job. 
 
    “Our drone should be able to handle that,” Tanshaw replied.   
 
    Then she turned to one of her crew and asked them to run down to engineering—the cost of operating a skeleton crew—and deploy the drone.  Then Tanshaw stood and moved closer to Kenna.   
 
    Taven had a momentary scare, worrying the commander was about to pull a fast one.  But he was relieved to see her stop and retrieve equipment from beneath one of the workstations.   
 
    She handed it to Kenna and said, “this is the drone’s controller.  I’ll pull a quick tutorial module.  By the time you finish, the drone should be deployed and ready for you to take control of it.” 
 
    Tanshaw gave the nod to a nearby crewmember who punched the screen on his console.  As Tanshaw returned to her commander’s chair, a new holographic image appeared before Kenna, replacing that of the sphere.   
 
    Taven watched as Kenna interacted with it.  Though Taven heard nothing, Kenna seemed to be hearing instructions and working through the module, and Taven guessed the ship’s computer was sophisticated enough to focus the module’s A.I. voice, sending it like an aural arrow into Kenna’s ears.  He’d witnessed the same tech being used once on a luxury transit on Earth where people were fussy about noise pollution. 
 
    A new alarm sounded, and Taven guessed they were still too close to the sphere, that the Jackal’s hull was overheating again.  But one of the crew announced, “Commander, we’ve got new bogeys.” 
 
    A 2-D map flashed onto the main viewer, showing the Jackal as a small round dot near the larger Dyson sphere.  Beneath the Jackal were three blinking dots. 
 
    “Bring us around,” Tanshaw said.  “Put them on screen.” 
 
    A new lunge made Taven grab for the nearby workstation.  Seconds later, the Jackal was repositioned, and the three Seeker ships were onscreen.  Taven switched to his Gatekeeper vision and spotted a bright Gatekeeper signature.   
 
    “Amy,” he whispered. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    “THEY’RE MOVING, COMMANDER,” came the report. 
 
    “I thought you had this sim frozen?” Tanshaw said to Taven. 
 
    “One of them is like me,” he answered.  “She’s pushing back against my temporal field.  The sphere is still locked down, but those ships are free to move.” 
 
    “Are they hostile?”  
 
    “Very,” Taven replied.  
 
    Two ships moved forward while Amy’s ship stayed behind. 
 
    “Target those forward ships,” Tanshaw ordered.  “But wait for my call to engage.” 
 
    A voice came on over the inter-comm.  “Commander, the drone is away.” 
 
    Tanshaw turned to Kenna.  “You know what to do?” 
 
    Kenna nodded, and began working the controls of the drone.  The holographic representation of the sphere reappeared.  A tiny object raced toward it that Taven figured was the drone. 
 
    Taven turned his attention back to the oncoming ships.  “Can you open a channel?” he asked. 
 
    Tanshaw told one of her crew to do so.  “You’re up,” Tanshaw told Taven. 
 
    “Amy, this is Taven.” 
 
    There was silence, and the two forward ships continued moving ahead.  Then they stopped.   
 
    Taven was still pushing back against Amy’s temporal field.  The Seeker ships flashed, and Taven knew they’d launched some kind of projectile.  A second later, the missiles entered the other side of the temporal field and froze. 
 
    “Take those out,” Tanshaw ordered, pointing at the half-dozen frozen rockets. 
 
    The Jackal released energy beams, the likes of which Taven had never seen before.  But because of the temporal field Taven was generating beyond the Jackal, the energy beams froze in the bubble a short distance away.   
 
    To say it was difficult for Taven to maneuver was the understatement of the century; while simultaneously keeping Amy from rolling back her side of the temporal field and keeping the sphere from going live again and insulating the Jackal from the effects of the temporal field, Taven drilled pilot holes into the bubble.  They were for the energy beams to travel on their way.  Several moments later, the beams reached their destinations, and the six missiles were destroyed. 
 
    “Can you get our weapons fire to those ships?” Tanshaw asked. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Taven answered.  “I drilled through my own bubble.  Reaching those ships will require penetrating her temporal field.”   
 
    He knew Tanshaw couldn’t possibly understand all of this.  She didn’t know who they were dealing with, how Taven’s powers worked, etc.  She was simply doing what ship captains had done everywhere across the Sim-Verse: running on instinct. 
 
    “Nice trick,” came a voice over the comm.  It was Amy. 
 
    “It’s no trick,” Taven replied.  “Just self-preservation.  The trick is what you did to the Dyson sphere.” 
 
    “I can see you are attempting to remedy that,” Amy said.  “Stand aside or be destroyed.” 
 
    It was hard to hear Amy speak that way.  Already Taven had started to disassociate her voice from the person he’d once known.  She wasn’t his wife anymore.  She’d been corrupted.  Still, he thought a warning was almost an act of kindness.  Maybe some part of her didn’t want to destroy him. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be this way,” he said. 
 
    “You’re stalling,” she replied quickly.  She was partly right, though he meant what he’d said.   
 
    “We’re not giving up,” he answered.  “Might doesn’t make right.  Just because you were my wife once doesn’t mean I won’t defend myself.”   
 
    He wasn’t convinced he meant what he said.  And out of the corner of his eye, he caught strange looks from the crew. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Amy said.  There was a blip sound, and a crewmember reported that the transmission had ceased. 
 
    Suddenly, Taven felt increased pressure from Amy’s temporal field.  She was bearing down, and he realized this was going to be a struggle.  Either she’d learned extremely well from Eleazar, or Cat’s presence was giving her additional power. 
 
    Taven slumped backwards until he felt the console behind him.  He slid down with closed eyes and clenched fists and sat on the floor. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Tanshaw asked. 
 
    Kenna answered for him.  “He is engaged in two battles at once: maintaining the frozen sphere behind us and resisting our enemy’s temporal field in front of us. There is nothing you can do to help him.” 
 
    “Try moving the Jackal closer to them,” Taven fought to say. 
 
    Tanshaw complied, ordering the ship toward their enemies.  Though it would bring them all closer to danger, Taven thought it would improve his ability to push back.   
 
    But before they made it very far, Kenna shouted, “I have lost control of the drone.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be out of range yet,” Tanshaw replied. 
 
    “It’s my fault,” Taven said, straining.  “From this distance, I couldn’t keep the bubble around the sphere tight, and I froze the drone.  Bring us back.” 
 
    Tanshaw nodded to one of her crew, and the Jackal retreated to its previous position. 
 
    “I have control of the drone,” Kenna reported, continuing her task. 
 
    “The ships are getting closer,” another crewmember said. 
 
    Taven opened his eyes and saw the ships on the main viewer moving toward them.  He also saw the worry on everyone’s faces.  Yes, he’d been able to wow them with his Gatekeeper abilities, what might have seemed like magic to Tanshaw’s people.  But now they were quickly losing faith in their captors. 
 
    “Fire,” Taven groaned.  “Something big.” 
 
    Tanshaw ordered, “Release the gravimetric torpedo.” 
 
    A second later, there was a shoop sound, followed on screen by the largest space projectile Taven had ever seen.  It could have been a transport ship had it carried passengers instead of explosives. 
 
    Taven was losing ground, the edge of the temporal field between him and Amy receding.  But maybe, he thought, he could use this situation to his advantage.   
 
    As with the energy beams before, Taven drilled a pilot hole through the slowed-down bubble in space.  He had to back off from the far edge of the field in order to refocus his energy, allowing the edge to recede faster than before.     
 
    For a time, the two Seeker ships seemed to be lapping it up, rolling forward as quickly as possible.  But after Taven got the torpedo all the way to the far edge of the temporal field, he noticed the ships stop. 
 
    “Enemy craft are opening fire, Commander,” said a crewmember.  Taven saw the flashes of light from the two ships.   
 
    “Blast fire has stalled in the…temporal field,” the crewmember reported, unsure of the new vocabulary.   
 
    Taven continued allowing the far edge of the field to recede.  And as he did, the blast fire from the Seekers rolled forward, despite the ships holding back.   
 
    “Hang tight, Kenna,” Taven said, as he allowed the small field around the drone to close, again severing her from it and her work on the sphere.   
 
    Then he rechanneled his energies, pushing the torpedo forward.  The weapon was not in Amy’s space-time, not really.  Taven wrapped it with the temporal edge itself.  No longer a relatively flat line in space, the temporal edge protruded into the Seekers’ side of the battlefield like a slender balloon.   
 
    The Seekers’ blast fire was still stuck in the slowed-down belt on Taven’s side of the temporal edge. 
 
    “Enemy ships are disbanding,” came the report. 
 
    They were rightly anticipating Taven’s next move.  Once the torpedo was directly between the two ships, he had planned to expand the temporal balloon outward to include the craft.  But now that they were moving apart, he knew he couldn’t get them both. 
 
    He picked one of them and pushed with all his might—allowing the overall temporal edge to recede—until he’d enveloped the targeted ship. 
 
    “Now!  Detonate,” he shouted. 
 
    “Pull it,” Tanshaw ordered.   
 
    White light from the torpedo’s explosion oversaturated the viewscreen and obscured the battlefield.  Taven’s Gatekeeper vision confirmed that they’d successfully taken out one of the ships.   
 
    Taven pulled back the temporal balloon that had carried the torpedo.  He needed to take care of the Seeker’s blast fire still frozen on his side of the temporal edge and allow Kenna to resume her work on the sphere. 
 
    Once the balloon was retracted, he sent his telekinetic energy toward the frozen blast fire.  He had never tried to affect energy weapons this way before, only solid objects.  But it was worth a chance.   
 
    It took more focus, something he was in short supply of, but Taven was able to grab hold of the blast fire beams.  He bundled them together and pushed them back toward the edge.  With an extra bit of oomph, Taven tossed them across.   
 
    Instantly, the blast fire resumed its thousands-of-feet-per-second velocity.  Unfortunately, it scattered out wildly, missing the nearby ship and coming nowhere close to Amy’s. 
 
    “You should be good to go,” Taven told Kenna, reopening the temporal channel to the sphere.   
 
    Taven then turned all his remaining energy back to the temporal edge.  He leaned his Gatekeeper back into it, and the receding edge stopped.  They’d lost a lot of ground, but at least there was one less ship to fight.   
 
    After a few moments of stalemate, Kenna said, “The sphere is reassembled.”  The good news brought an upsurge of optimism in Taven.   
 
    “Is it operational?” Tanshaw asked. 
 
    “We cannot know that until the sphere is free of the temporal field and we check the transfer box,” Kenna said. 
 
    “Releasing it now,” Taven grunted. 
 
    “Move closer,” Tanshaw commanded.   
 
    The Jackal relocated toward the south quadrant of the sphere.  The now commonplace jolt that accompanied the initial move of the Jackal nearly made Taven fall sideways on the floor.   
 
    Taven felt himself regroup, his inner strength growing from the release of the sphere’s temporal bubble.  He waited and finally heard the words he was hoping for. 
 
    “The sphere is fully operational,” Kenna reported, reading from her instruments. 
 
    “Be ready,” Taven instructed Tanshaw.  “Let’s take out that second ship.” 
 
    No longer needing to slow down the sim near the sphere to keep it from going critical, Taven refocused his powers toward Amy.  He’d been in this situation before.  He and Eleazar had pushed the edge of their temporal fields back and forth, a cosmic game of tug of war.  It was a game Taven knew how to win. 
 
    “Move toward that ship,” Tanshaw instructed.   
 
    The Jackal lunged forward, and though Taven felt the lag in the inertial dampeners once again, he wasn’t distracted.  He was gaining ground, pushing back the temporal edge, and he knew they were on their way toward victory. 
 
    Suddenly, the enemy craft moved unexpectedly.  Its shift in position wasn’t from any ordinary maneuver.  Instead, the ship began rolling, head over tail, as Amy’s invisible hand launched it toward the Jackal. 
 
    “Open fire,” Tanshaw said quickly.   
 
    Taven continued pushing the temporal field, but when the enemy ship hit the edge, he felt Amy’s additional thrust.  She was trying the same trick he’d used with the torpedo.   
 
    Despite his best efforts, Amy pushed the Seeker craft past their side of the edge.  Seconds before it would have struck them, the Jackal’s intense firepower obliterated the oncoming ship. 
 
    “Nice try,” Taven said, though he knew Amy couldn’t hear him.   
 
    Now it was a full-court press, rolling forward toward the thin temporal edge.  Taven bore down, placing all his Gatekeeper weight, might, will into the effort. 
 
    As the edge came closer and closer to Amy’s ship, Tanshaw order the Jackal to engage her vessel.   
 
    “Wait,” Taven gasped.   
 
    He didn’t know why he had said it; it hadn’t been a conscious decision.  Some part of him just couldn’t pull the trigger.  Not yet. 
 
    The temporal edge rapidly shrank in toward Amy until it became clear that she was no longer resisting.  Taven felt conflicted: first wanting to rush forward and win, but also sensing a trick.  What was she up to? 
 
    Amy’s ship launched a full battery assault: blaster fire and missiles.  But Taven didn’t budge.  They couldn’t get past the temporal edge if he held the line.   
 
    Sure enough, the projectiles hit the rolling edge, froze against it, and were then swept back toward Amy’s ship. 
 
    “Keep going,” Tanshaw encouraged.  “You’re using their weapons fire against them.” 
 
    Taven pressed on, and seconds later, the accumulated firepower that had been launched their way rolled back with the temporal edge and struck Amy’s ship.   
 
    Taven gasped, feeling like he’d just ran off a cliff and was freefalling.   
 
    He looked up at the main viewer.  It was filled with explosions, and for a moment he thought they’d destroyed Amy’s ship. 
 
    “What’s it status?” Tanshaw asked. 
 
    A crewmember reported, “Badly damaged.  The ship’s hull is breached and it’s leaking atmosphere.” 
 
    “We’ve got them now,” Tanshaw said.  “Engage the enemy.” 
 
    “Wait,” Taven said a second time.   
 
    He’d dropped the temporal field—Amy was no longer pushing back.  And with his Gatekeeper vision, he saw that his beloved was still alive.  He wondered if she was hurt. 
 
    “The enemy ship is attempting to retreat,” said one of the crew.   
 
    Taven eyed Tanshaw.  He could tell it went against all her instincts not to finish off Amy’s vessel.   
 
    “She can’t hurt us if she’s trying to run,” Taven offered, and he felt instant shame at defending Amy. 
 
    Another flash on the screen caught his attention.  Taven looked to see a large portal disk appear behind Amy’s ship.  He tried to reach out with his telekinetic powers, to stop the ship, but he was too late. Amy’s ship entered the disk and was gone. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    AT LAST HEWITT was alone in Meta.  He knew they were at war, that Taven and Kenna were out there struggling to restore the Dyson sphere.  But he couldn’t resist this guilty pleasure.  He was a child left behind in a toy store after it had closed.  He could do anything, go anywhere.   
 
    Of course, Hewitt was no fool.  His own self-preservation instinct was strong enough to filter his inquisitive impulses.  He only allowed himself to pursue things that might help him survive.  But his major checklist—fixing Meta’s security system, finding a way to shift Meta’s frequency, and getting the evacuees safely inside the constructs—had all been achieved.  Now the next most profitable seeming steps all required Taven’s presence.  Hewitt needed to be inside the constructs themselves, and without Taven to open the door for him—or without possessing the Gatekeeper signature himself—Hewitt was stuck in Meta proper.   
 
    Except for the frightening realization that if Taven didn’t manage to return, Hewitt would forever be stuck outside the constructs, Hewitt had enjoyed this brief respite from nonstop crisis. 
 
    He walked the hallways where Mother’s construct was, around the corner from the entrance to the primary construct where the evacuees had gone.  He’d picked up some anomalous readings here before but hadn’t had the time to fully check them out. 
 
    Hewitt raised his instrument.  It picked up fluctuations in what could most easily be thought of as the density of energy.  It was true that under Newtonian laws of physics energy seemed to be weightless, e.g. heat and light.  But Einstein had changed all that.  Light, energy, matter—they were all different sides of the same die.  And subsequent developments in String Theory had produced some paradoxical but apparently true observations about the nature of reality.   
 
    After the discovery of the Sim-Verse, so many of these apparent contradictions started making more sense.  But there were still puzzles, and Hewitt felt like the future of science now rested on his shoulders; if more were to be learned, he had to discover it.  Who else was going to do it? 
 
    Of course, when people on Earth first realized they were living in a simulated universe, many started down the same nihilistic path: if they were nothing but ones and zeros, what was the point?  But for Hewitt and many others like him the realization had come without the so-what-does-it-matter response.  How something worked was more important than why it worked.  If the Universe was created by Makers, gods, or it was some eternal, repeating oscillation—none of that was important.  What mattered to Hewitt, what made him feel alive, was wrestling the Sim-Verse free of its secrets. 
 
    “And what are you doing here?” he asked, looking at his instrument.   
 
    The readings showed a strong energetic density behind the panel on the wall.  Most constructs had the same characteristics.  But there were anomalous ones like this one scattered throughout Meta’s halls.  Hewitt knew they had to have a purpose.   
 
    What stood out most about these were their doors.  All the main constructs had doors accessible only to Gatekeepers, but this one didn’t.  Instead, it emitted a unique electromagnetic frequency.   
 
    “I wonder…” Hewitt said, generating the same wavelength with his instrument.  When nothing happened, he amplified the signal.  Still nothing. 
 
    “Hmm…maybe it’s a lock and key,” he thought out loud.  After inverting the wavelength, he had his device generate the spatial frequency.   
 
    There was a loud click followed by what sounded like dozens of bowling balls rolling behind the wall.   
 
    Alarmed, Hewitt jumped back and watched as the paneling pulled apart, revealing a tiny cube the size of a single die.  It hung on the wall where the paneling had been.   
 
    “Remarkable,” he said, reconfiguring his instrument to take new readings.  It was clear that this tiny object was the source of the energetic density.   
 
    “I wonder if I just…”  He reached out a trembling finger—he wasn’t afraid, he was excited—and touched the cube. 
 
    A loud zurp sound made him jump a second time.  But his fright dissipated quickly, replaced by his joyous sense of adventure as he watched the cube enlarge and expand backwards into the wall itself.  It seemed impossible, but nothing truly surprised Hewitt anymore.   
 
    A couple of seconds later, the cube had unpacked itself, and where the paneling had been, there was a set of double doors.  There was no handle to grab, so Hewitt hastily reached forward to press on them.  The doors opened automatically before he could touch them, and he was greeted by warm glowing light inside a room that looked thirty feet deep. 
 
    “Storage,” he declared.  
 
    This was a storeroom, and all those other anomalous signatures he’d picked up around Meta likely were as well.   
 
    He walked in, and only after he was six feet inside did he have the sudden fear that the door might shut behind him and trap him forever.  No one would ever find him here.   
 
    But when nothing happened—the door remained open—he calmed down and began examining the tan sheets lining the walls.  They looked like they were made of canvas.  He tugged on one.  It was heavy, and dust flew up.  Choking, Hewitt pulled harder until the tarp fell to the ground. 
 
    Through the cloud of dust, Hewitt saw sparkling metal: electric blue.   
 
    “Mech suits!” he exclaimed.   
 
    He knew there ought to be more of them here in Meta somewhere.  In sheer exuberance, he tore through the room, pulling off one sheet after another.  Each revealed another mech suit or auxiliary armament in different neon hues. 
 
    Hewitt stood in the middle of the room, still choking on the cloud of dust.  He turned slowly in a circle, taking in the view.  His eyes were here in this room, but his mind was all over Meta, exploring the thousands of other rooms like it; all their secrets, all their treasures. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    “YOU LET THEM go,” Tanshaw asserted, standing up from her commander’s chair.   
 
    They were the meanest sounding words Taven had ever heard, like he’d lost the war for everyone.  He looked over at Kenna, his emotional anchor these days, and when she looked away in disgust, he knew he’d really messed up. 
 
    “I thought the ship was crippled,” Taven managed to say.   
 
    “So?  I don’t know who they are,” Tanshaw said, pointing toward their last position, “but I do know they wouldn’t hesitate to destroy us if they’d had the chance.  You tried diplomacy with—what was her name?” 
 
    “My wife’s name is…was Amy,” Taven answered. 
 
    There was a moment of silence as Tanshaw once again searched Taven’s face, looking for signs of deceit.   
 
    “The Dyson sphere is functioning properly,” Kenna announced, reading her instruments.  “The inter-sim transceiver is fully operational.”   
 
    She’d already made the announcement before, and Taven figured she was trying to be optimistic, to move on.  It was good news; the energy from the Dyson sphere could now safely discharge and power Meta. 
 
    “One last thing to do,” Taven said to Tanshaw, “before we can take you and your ship back home.”   
 
    With his Gatekeeper vision, he found the simulation’s tile, the alternative method for jumping back to Meta.  He’d never tried this before, and he hoped Mother hadn’t led him astray.  He shifted the tile from right to left as he read the sim’s long frequency. After the end of the number, there was a circular tab. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Taven said.   
 
    He raised his hand as if to grab the small knob, then twisted.  Immediately, he saw the sim’s frequency change.  He stopped and twisted the opposite direction and watched the numbers roll back the other way.  It was crude; turning the dial to a precise frequency was probably impossible.  But it looked like he’d changed the sim’s frequency, and that was all that really mattered.   
 
    Fortunately, the inter-sim transceiver, the same basic technology used with inter-sim comms, could adjust instantly to the shift in frequency.  Without that ability, changing the sim’s location would have severed its power to Meta. 
 
    Now Amy and the Seekers would have to start from scratch if they wanted to find this Dyson sphere again.  They would find it eventually, Taven knew.  But he’d just bought himself some time, and time was the currency of this war. 
 
    “It’s done,” Taven said, switching back to regular vision.   
 
    Everyone stared at him, and he knew he probably had looked quite odd twisting invisible knobs with his fingers. He didn’t feel like explaining and simply said, “Let’s get everybody home.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    WITH THE JACKAL safely docked outside the space station, Taven turned off the jump drive and slung it over his shoulder.  Kenna collected the various gear and equipment Hewitt had given her and came to Taven’s side. 
 
    “Commander Tanshaw,” Taven began, “I know you had little choice in the matter, but thank you for your help.”   
 
    He extended his hand and waited.  Maybe this was one of those simulations whose cultures didn’t shake hands, he thought.  Or maybe Tanshaw was incensed by the whole incident and would rather slit his throat than take his hand in friendship. 
 
    “Taven Smith,” she said, cautiously extending her hand.  Taven began shaking it, but he quickly realized she didn’t know what he was doing.   
 
    Releasing his hand, she said, “I can attest to the fact that you keep your promises.  For that, I thank you.  But may I express with sincerity…”  She stopped for added emphasis.  “We hope we never see you again.” 
 
    “Me too,” Taven replied.   
 
    With that, he got on the inter-sim comm and called Hewitt in Meta.  After getting the all-clear—meaning the security shield was down and it was safe to enter the city—Taven turned and created a portal.  He gave one last respectful nod to Tanshaw before he and Kenna stepped through the disk. 
 
    When they arrived in Meta, Taven was glad to see Hewitt waiting for them in the library.  He had a big dumb grin on his face that told Taven everything was fully operational again, that their efforts to restore the Dyson sphere had been successful. 
 
    “You made it,” Hewitt said. 
 
    “Yeah, we made it,” Taven repeated, not wanting to get into the details of their conflict with Amy.  He was still ashamed at his pulled punch.   
 
    Hewitt turned to his handheld device and mashed buttons.   
 
    “Turning the security system back on now,” he said.  Then that dumb grin of his returned, and Taven noticed it was taking him longer to turn the system back on than the last time he’d done it. 
 
    Just then there was a metallic screech that rang out from one of the hallways, followed by a hydraulic hum and pounding.   
 
    Much to Taven’s terror, a blue mech appeared from the hallway that led to Mother.  Entering the library, it ran toward them, pounding Meta’s floor loud and fast with its tank-heavy feet. 
 
    Taven reflexively tried to stop it with his telekinetic ability, but this power didn’t work in Meta.  Kenna stepped aside, her hands glowing, while Taven reached for his blaster.   
 
    Then the rushing mech abruptly stopped just a few steps away from them, and Hewitt let out an unbridled belly laugh. 
 
    Taven and Kenna kept their guards up, ready to fight.   But the mech remained motionless, and Hewitt continued laughing.  Slowly, they turned their eyes from the machine to Hewitt, then toward each other. 
 
    “You should see your faces,” Hewitt said, still chuckling. 
 
    Taven holstered his blaster.  Then Kenna asked, “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Hewitt wiped away tears and said, “I found a whole room of these.  And there are hundreds, probably thousands of other rooms left to check out.  Who knows what they have in them?”   
 
    “So, what? They’re storage units?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Essentially,” Hewitt answered.  “At first, I thought they were constructs like those the evacuees entered.  But then I noticed the doors were different.  They have little…”   
 
    He gestured with his finger, pointing.  “…little buttons, actuators, that engage and unlock the miniature construct, bringing it back into our space-time.  It’s an ingenious way to save space.” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud thud, louder than the mech’s pounding.  Everyone flinched, and Taven looked at Hewitt to see if this was another practical joke.  The scientist wasn’t laughing.   
 
    Then there were two more thuds.  Hewitt checked his device.   
 
    “It’s the shield,” he said.  “Something’s hitting us.” 
 
    “Seekers,” Kenna said.  “They have found our frequency.” 
 
    “But I shifted it,” Taven said.   
 
    More thuds came in rapid succession.  Each smashing jumper made Meta’s shield reverberate louder and louder, and the roar became hard to talk over. 
 
    “Wait here,” Taven said.  “I’ll be right back.”   
 
    He turned to make a portal.  Hewitt started to protest but stopped, seemingly figuring out where Taven was going.  Taven stepped through and disappeared.   
 
    Hewitt studied his device, watching the dips in Meta’s energy with each jumper volley.  Then, seconds later, the thuds stopped, and Kenna and Hewitt exchanged hopeful glances.  There was a flash, and Taven was back. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “To shift Meta’s frequency again,” Taven said, exhaling loudly.  That post he had to turn in the temple was heavy, and he wished there was another Gatekeeper with him to help turn it. 
 
    “Did you not change the frequency of the Dyson sphere sim another way?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “Yes, that’s true.  But Meta’s different for some reason.  I have to do it manually, inside the construct Mother showed me.” 
 
    “It’s probably so Gatekeepers couldn’t do it willy-nilly,” Hewitt guessed.   
 
    “Yeah, the frequency dial was clearly designed for two people to turn it,” Taven said.  “I could barely budge it.”   
 
    He listened to the silence for a moment, then said, “What I want to know is how they found us so quickly.  It had to have been like finding a needle in a haystack.” 
 
    “It’s the same way they found the Dyson sphere,” Hewitt answered quickly.  “It’s a numbers game.  And as far as I can tell, they are moving at an exponential rate.” 
 
    “Meaning what precisely?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “Well, if we assume their numbers are doubling every day—” 
 
    “Wait, that is not possible,” Kenna interjected. 
 
    “Oh, it’s possible,” Hewitt said.  “The sub sims run incredibly fast relative to Meta and most primary simulations.  Twenty years might pass there in only one of our days here in Meta.” 
 
    “And there are tens of thousands of sub sims in the Ghost City index alone,” Taven added. 
 
    “That’s right,” Hewitt agreed.  “It’s virtually unlimited.  Each sim—if we are to compare it to Earth—can support billions of people—let’s say ten billion to be conservative.  And there are more than ten thousand sub-sims in the Ghost City index.  Right there, ten thousand billion—that’s how many Seekers the index could yield.” 
 
    “And each sim could be generating its own jumpers and ships and supplies,” Taven said. 
 
    “It’s not one person searching for a needle in a haystack; it’s ten billion,” Hewitt said.  “Finding the needle is inevitable.” 
 
    “But why did Eleazar not do this before?” Kenna asked. 
 
    “Because he was stuck in the sub sims until Meta went down and the Gatekeepers couldn’t enforce his exile,” Taven explained.  “This was his plan all along.  Once he was free to climb into primary sims, he could ramp up his operations, his numbers, and find Meta.” 
 
    “That means, we’ll be hearing those thuds again,” Hewitt said grimly.  Just then the lights flickered and dimmed. 
 
    “Not again,” Taven huffed. 
 
    Hewitt checked his device.  “It’s a Dyson sphere alright.  Not the one you fixed, a different one.”  He looked up at both of them.  “Ready to do it again?” 
 
    “No,” Taven said.  “This isn’t going to work.  We can’t just keep reacting; we’ll never get ahead of them this way.  We need to fight back.  Look, the Seekers are no match for me, but as soon as Amy shows up, it’s a stalemate.” 
 
    “What do you propose?” Kenna asked. 
 
    Taven bit his lip, then said, “We need more Gatekeepers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    ON HIS WAY to Mother, Taven hoped that the predictive modeling construct ran fast like the one he’d entered to shift Meta’s frequency; that only a few moments would pass for Kenna and Hewitt while he was gone.  As he reached the entrance to Mother, he felt his gut twist.  His dislike of her was growing, and he hated the fact that he was becoming increasingly dependent on her for answers. 
 
    Taven flashed through, and as soon as he’d become cogent again, he plopped down on the couch in Mother’s waiting room. 
 
    “Back so soon,” Mother said, from behind the wall cutout.  Mother was pouring coffee like last time, and Taven felt disdain for having to suffer through her routine again.   
 
    “You made me pick between offense and defense,” Taven started.  “Defense isn’t working, but you already knew that, didn’t you?  It’s time to go on the offensive.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said in annoyance.  “Aren’t you forgetting your manners?”   
 
    Taven gritted his teeth.  First of all, he didn’t know what the heck she was talking about.  Secondly, he didn’t want to waste time with her games.   
 
    “What do you want?” he demanded. 
 
    Then she faked a smile and said in a saccharine tone, “Would you like a cup?”  She held up the old-fashioned brewing pot.   
 
    He didn’t know why he did it.  Maybe it was to shut her up, or maybe there was some latent curiosity he wasn’t even aware of, but Taven answered, “Sure.  Thanks.” 
 
    Immediately, her smile vanished as she poured his cup.  She came into the room and handed him his mug.  He started to take it, and she scolded him.   
 
    “Easy, it’s hot.” 
 
    He adjusted his grasp of it, cumbersomely taking it by the handle.  And as he did, he brushed up against Mother’s fingers still in the handle.  It gave him a chill.  Her leathery skin was cold, and he heard a soft clink as her fingernails brushed against the ceramic mug. 
 
    “Where were we?” she asked, taking her usual seat. 
 
    Taven started to answer, but then told himself that she wasn’t the only one that could disrupt the natural flow of conversation.  He took a deep, long sip of his coffee.  It was black, burnt, and he almost choked on it.  Out of sheer pride and defiance—he knew it was stupid to care what a computer program thought of him—he forced himself to swallow and resist the spasmodic impulse in his throat. 
 
    An unbelievable surge of energy and positivity flowed through Taven, and he looked down at his mug and back up at Mother with astonishment. 
 
    “What’d you expect?” she said.  “Stale brew from the Braun cafeteria?” 
 
    “But this is…this is more than just a cup of coffee.”  He was embarrassed at how much he enjoyed it, how good it made him feel.   
 
    “Maybe from now on you’ll take my offer the first time,” she said, sipping her own cup.  
 
    “Right…” he uttered, still astonished at the sensation.  “Last time I was here, you asked me if I wanted to choose offense or defense.” 
 
    “Are you asking me or telling me?” 
 
    He ignored her petulance. “I chose defense.” 
 
    “You shifted frequencies,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not enough.  They keep coming.  They keep finding me.” 
 
    “Only if you want them to, Taven.”   
 
    She smiled, but it wasn’t the smile of someone friendly or helpful.  It was from smug, judgmental satisfaction as if Taven could stop all of this if he really wanted to. 
 
    “It’s time to go on the offensive,” he said, pushing through her nonsense.  
 
    “Are you sure about that?” she said, tilting her head doubtfully. 
 
    “What choice do I have?  The enemy’s at the gate.  I’m running out of time.” 
 
    “Time!” she exclaimed.  She slammed her mug down, coffee almost spilling out.  “All you have is time.”   
 
    She calmed herself, then continued.  “Don’t you want a diversion before you make things hard again?” 
 
    “Like what?” Taven said, more curious than seriously considering it. 
 
    She stretched her hand out as if she was showing him some grand view. “Like a complete life of your own choosing, one free of pain and struggle.  One with loving relationships.  Lasting peace.” 
 
    “That all sounds nice, but it’s a fantasy.  My world is gone.  I’m just trying to…”  What was he trying to do?  He wasn’t sure anymore.  “I’m trying to keep from losing what little is left,” he said.   
 
    She exhaled like she was bored.  “It’s always the same with you.  Fine,” she said, throwing up her hands.  “Tell me exactly what you want.” 
 
    “Show me how to make more Gatekeepers.” 
 
    “Well,” she chuckled.  “You don’t make Gatekeepers.  People must want to be Gatekeepers, first of all.  You need their permission.” 
 
    “Fine.  Then what?” Taven pressed. 
 
    “Take another sip,” she instructed.  She tilted her head down, looking intently over her glasses. 
 
    Taven glanced down at his half empty mug.  He started to ask if she’d tricked him with it somehow, realizing that she’d anticipated everything and must have put something in the brew.  What did it matter now? he thought, and he turned up his mug and drank it all. 
 
    An intense wave of euphoria came over him. 
 
    “Remember this exact moment,” she told him.  “Feel the warmth flowing through your fingers and toes.  Feel how your entire body is undifferentiated.  There is no part of your body.  There is no part of your mind.  Mind and body are one.  All is one.” 
 
    Ordinarily, Taven would speak out against such navel-gazing mumbo jumbo.  But he was under her spell.  His eyelids felt heavy, and they closed without his will. 
 
    “Now feel this oneness flowing out of you, from you to me.  We are now one.  We, I, you, me—they are all the same word.” 
 
    Taven felt it happen.  His heart raced into his throat, and he felt a twinge of inner resistance, a desire not to merge with her, not to be overpowered by her suggestions. 
 
    “Don’t fight it, Taven,” she said forcefully.  “You want to know how to do this, and I’m showing you.  Go with it.” 
 
    When Taven let go of his resistance, Mother proceeded.  “Now empty yourself completely.  Transfer.  Give.  Become nothing.  A void.” 
 
    He didn’t know exactly what she meant, but he sensed it happening.  That warm feeling had flowed from him to her, and now what was left was bone dry, emotionless, empty. 
 
    “Good,” she said.  “Now come back to the present.  Breathe in deeply and open your eyes.” 
 
    He breathed in, and it was only then that he became conscious of the fact that he’d been barely breathing this whole time.  When he opened his eyes, the normal lighting of the room seemed blindingly bright, like he hadn’t seen light in a thousand years.  When he looked to Mother, she was smiling.  Her face was warm, friendly, approving.  But he felt it wasn’t those factors at all that made her smile; it was the fact that he had done what she told him to, that she had had her way with him. 
 
    “It feels good, doesn’t it?” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” he lied.  It was partly true.  There was something pleasant about it all, but when he thought of what he’d done, how she’d manipulated him, he felt sick.   
 
    “What you just did,” she explained, “is what you must do to transfer your Gatekeeper code onto another person.  Now,” she said, raising a finger, “you can only transfer this code to someone from a primary sim.  I’m afraid it won’t work with a sub-sim personality.” 
 
    “I know that,” he said. 
 
    Her expression turned disapproving.  “Okay.  That’s it.  You’re done.” 
 
    Taven was a shadow of his old self; he’d lost something in the exchange, something he wasn’t sure would ever come back.  But he was gaining some strength and presence of mind, and he asked, “How do I train new Gatekeepers?  Isn’t there some faster way, a construct or something?” 
 
    “It’s the way you want it to be,” she answered, seemingly tired of their conversation.  “Here’s the construct you may send them to.  It will do all your dirty work for you.”   
 
    She waved her hand, creating a portal disk.  Taven stood and started toward it. 
 
    “See you next time,” she said.   
 
    Taven didn’t answer, and he wished desperately that he wouldn’t ever see her again. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    “HOW LONG WAS I gone?” Taven asked, appearing next to Kenna and Hewitt in Meta’s Library. 
 
    Hewitt’s face lit up, a sparkle from the novelty of the experience.  “Why, just a few seconds.” 
 
    “Good,” Taven said, looking up at the lights in the ceiling which continued to wane.  “I found out how to turn you into Gatekeepers.” 
 
    “Is that even wise?” Kenna asked.  “It seems the Gatekeeper code is responsible for the difficulty in which we find ourselves.” 
 
    She was right, Taven knew, at least technically.  “Yeah, I wish I never had it.  It’s been nothing but a curse, really.  But what’s happened has happened.  And we have to fight fire with fire.” 
 
    Before Kenna could respond—Taven knew she wouldn’t understand that last expression—Hewitt spoke up saying, “I think it’s our only chance.  If you overwrite your code onto Kenna and me, we could be far more effective out there.  That is, if we can learn to use the powers quickly enough.” 
 
    “That part’s not a problem,” Taven replied.  “There’s a training construct for that.  You’ll learn it in a blink of an eye, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Of course there is,” Hewitt said, giddy.  “That makes total sense.” 
 
    “Even if there are three of us,” Kenna said, “I am not sure we will be enough to stop them all.  If Hewitt is correct in his assessment of their burgeoning numbers, not even three Gatekeepers can stop them.” 
 
    “We don’t have to count on three Gatekeepers,” Taven said.  He waited to see if they got his meaning. 
 
    “The evacuees,” Hewitt exclaimed, connecting the dots.  “We can turn them all into Gatekeepers.  Then there’s no way we won’t win.  We wouldn’t even have to be cautious.  We could just roll up into Seekerland with a thousand Gatekeepers and tell them who the new boss of the Sim-Verse is.” 
 
    Hewitt obviously enjoyed the idea, but he caught himself, and brought it back down to reality, saying more softly, “Maybe, even your wife will see reason,” he offered. 
 
    Taven wasn’t counting on it, though he’d wish with all his might for it to be true.  His real hope was that there was a way to bring Evelynn back, that once the Seekers were no longer a threat that he could find the regenerative well he’d seen in the historic images in the temple and bring back his little girl. 
 
    “I do not like it,” Kenna said, “but I see no other way to be victorious.  Please do what you must.” 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Hewitt said eagerly. 
 
    “Okay,” Taven said.  “I’m not sure if I have to do this one at a time or what.  Here’s goes nothing.” 
 
    “Wait, what do we do?” Hewitt asked. 
 
    “Just stand there,” Taven answered.  He closed his eyes and remembered back with mixed emotions to what Mother had done to show him.  He remembered that last big sip of coffee—the brew that she had set up for him, anticipating his questions long before he’d asked them.  He felt that warmth flowing over him, and he projected it outward to both Kenna and Hewitt.  Soon, he felt lost and empty.  Assuming it was over, he opened his eyes. 
 
    Hewitt’s eyes were opened wide, the goofy grin on full display.  “Wow!” he said.  “That was cool.  Just think, Kenna, we just had our junk DNA replaced.” 
 
    “I do not feel any difference,” she said. 
 
    Taven switched to his Gatekeeper vision.  Hewitt glowed bright neon blue like the Mech suit he’d found, but Kenna remained unchanged.   
 
    “Blast it, I forgot,” Taven said.  “You’re from a sub-sim, you and Iris both.  That’s why it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Bummer,” Hewitt said.  “Well, still there’s twice as many of us now as there were a minute ago.  Kenna can help me, wherever we go.  We’ll make a good team.” 
 
    If Taven wasn’t distraught, tired, and perplexed by their situation, he would have found Hewitt’s newfound desire to fight funny.  Never before had the reclusive doctor expressed bravery of any kind.   
 
    “Here,” Taven said, creating a portal disk to the construct Mother had shown him, “go learn how to use your new abilities.” 
 
    “What are you guys going to be doing?” Hewitt asked, starting for the portal. 
 
    Taven looked back up at the lights, worriedly.  “Getting more ships.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    “I THOUGHT I told you I never wanted to see you again,” Commander Tanshaw asserted.   
 
    Taven and Kenna had returned to the space station and after freezing the sim had approached the commander. 
 
    “I know,” Taven said.  “If it wasn’t an emergency, I wouldn’t have returned.” 
 
    Tanshaw gave him a dubious look.   
 
    “Look,” Taven pleaded, “I’m not expecting you to take our word for it again.  You can see for yourself.  Then you’ll know that you and your people have a stake in this.” 
 
    She looked out at her base, frozen in time, and mashed her jaw like she was chewing on the idea.   
 
    “What are you suggesting?” she asked. 
 
    “Come with us,” Taven answered, “back to a city called Meta.  From there, you can see the entire Sim-Verse and the forces aligned against it.” 
 
    “You can see how close your sim is to being destroyed,” Kenna added. 
 
    Tanshaw crossed her arms, an uncharacteristically casual expression.  “I suppose I don’t actually have much choice in the matter.  Even if I say no, you’re going to force me to go, aren’t you?” 
 
    Actually, Taven hadn’t gotten that far in his mind, but as he heard her spell it out, he knew she was right.   
 
    “You’d do the same if you were me,” he replied. 
 
    “Alright then.  Lead the way.” 
 
    Taven opened the portal back to Meta.  He’d left the security system down, and he was anxious to return and see that the Seekers hadn’t found the city while he was gone. 
 
    The three of them passed through.  When they reappeared in Meta’s library, Taven saw that Tanshaw was coming out of the jump badly.  She swooned, dizzy.  And he had to grab her to keep her from falling. 
 
    They were close now, face to face, and when Tanshaw had regained her composure, she said, “I’m fine.” 
 
    Taven let go, and she brushed her uniform off and stood up straight.  Right away, he saw her eye the mech suit that was standing like a statue nearby.   
 
    “It’s an armored suit that some of us can wear into battle,” he explained.  She nodded but didn’t ask any questions. 
 
    “This room is called the library,” Kenna said, pointing to the walls of books.  “Each book contains many simulations.  They are arranged by their frequency and location in the Sim-Verse.” 
 
    “Let me find yours,” Taven said, picking up Hewitt’s device that had been left on the floor.  “Where is Hewitt anyway?  Shouldn’t he be out of the training construct by now?”   
 
    Taven couldn’t help but wonder if the scientist was taking another nap inside the construct, or maybe he was eating a five-course meal or living out any number of other fantasies. 
 
    After Taven found Tanshaw’s sim—it was still saved on Hewitt’s device—he selected it.  Immediately, a book flew off the shelf and opened, suspended in midair.   
 
    They walked toward it.  “See for yourself,” Kenna offered.   
 
    Tanshaw looked onto the pages.  Nodding, she said, “Yes, that’s our world.”   
 
    She looked away and stole glances of her strange surroundings.  Despite her hardened exterior, Taven could tell she was having trouble processing everything she saw and heard.   
 
    “But what does it prove?” she said finally. 
 
    “All these books represent thousands of simulations like your own,” Taven started.  “Notice how some are dim, unlit.  They have already been lost to our enemy.  My world was one of those destroyed by his hubris and lust for power.” 
 
    “And my world will be destroyed soon too?  It doesn’t look like those next to it are dim,” Tanshaw said, pointing to the shelf where her sim’s book had come from.  She was right.  Her vector in the Sim-Verse hadn’t yet been invaded yet. 
 
    “Eventually, even your sim will be taken over,” Taven told her.  “That’s if our enemy doesn’t reach this city.  What they really are after is Meta, and what and where they think they can go from here.” 
 
    “And where is that?” she asked. 
 
    Taven breathed deeply, fearing that he was asking too much of Tanshaw, that laying it all out for her like this was too unbelievable.  But he didn’t know any fiction that made more sense than the truth.   
 
    “They want to reach the Makers, the people in base reality outside of the Sim-Verse who they believe created us all.” 
 
    “Then what?” Tanshaw said, an incredulous look on her face that approached a smile, as if it was all so fantastic that she couldn’t imagine it getting any crazier. 
 
    “Then, if they can’t have their demands met—to right every perceived wrong in the Sim-Verse—then they’ve committed themselves to destroying the whole thing,” Taven explained. 
 
    “They would rather burn down the mountain than have to climb it,” Kenna said, with uncharacteristic use of metaphor. 
 
    “I see,” Tanshaw replied.   
 
    Just then there was a flash, and Taven couldn’t help but have that familiar sense of dread pass over him until he could rule out that it wasn’t a Seeker jumper.  Apparently, Tanshaw was equally alarmed, because she reached for the blaster on Taven’s holster.   
 
    He grabbed her hand, stopping her, and said, “It’s okay.  It’s just Dr. Hewitt.”  
 
    Hewitt walked over to them, his perennial smile on full display.   
 
    “Well who do we have here?” he said, appraising Tanshaw. 
 
    If Taven didn’t know better, he would have thought Hewitt was flirting with their guest.  Maybe becoming a Gatekeeper had boosted Hewitt’s confidence, he thought. 
 
    “This is Commander Tanshaw,” Taven clarified.  “She helped us before, and I’m trying to convince her to assist us once again.” 
 
    “It’s grand to meet you,” Hewitt said, offering his hand.  She took it slowly, and he began to shake her limp arm.  “Did they give you the tour?” Hewitt asked. 
 
    “They are showing me my simulation,” she said, enunciating the word, “and how your enemy—whoever they are—are wiping out simulations just like it.” 
 
    The lights flickered and dimmed further, to the point where it was difficult for Taven with his normal vision to make out the far side of the library. 
 
    Instantly, Hewitt lost his self-assuredness and scrambled to assess the damage.  Yanking the device out of Taven’s hands, he scrolled fast through several screens until he found the power systems display. 
 
    “They’ve taken out another Dyson Sphere,” he said.  “If we lose much more, Meta’s going to start losing its constructs.” 
 
    “What do you say, Commander?” Taven asked, pressing her to decide. 
 
    “Will it just be you and her?” she asked.  “If there are several spheres, how will we keep up?” 
 
    She hadn’t committed to it yet, but Taven knew she wanted to help if she thought there was a way to win.   
 
    “Hewitt has the same abilities as I do.  He and Kenna can go reset a Dyson sphere.” 
 
    “What about you?” Kenna asked, seemingly troubled by his decision to pair her up with Hewitt.   
 
    “I’m going back into the constructs.  I need to convince the evacuees to take on the Gatekeeper code and help us.  The last place those people need to be right now is inside the construct if the power goes out.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Hewitt said.   
 
    The conversation had shifted to their existential crises.  And it was only then, Taven believed, that Tanshaw fully realized the magnitude of what they were all up against.   By the look on her face and the sound of her voice, it seemed to have evoked the noblest part of her. 
 
    “I will assist you,” she volunteered.  “And I will convince others in my simulation to do so as well.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Taven said, sincerely.  Then he turned to the others and said, “Get going.  Track down those Dyson spheres.  I’ll get reinforcements.” 
 
    “Right-O,” Hewitt said, regaining a bit of chippyness.   
 
    As the three of them ran toward jumpers, Taven tore off toward the main construct where the evacuees had entered.  Before he reached it, he turned back and shouted, “Hewitt!” 
 
    The three stopped, and Hewitt raised his hand to his ear, listening.  Taven ran halfway back so he could be heard.   
 
    “I’ll turn the security shield on when you leave,” Taven said.  “Don’t jump back without getting on the inter-sim comm first.” 
 
    “Right.  I assumed as much,” Hewitt said.  
 
    “And one more thing,” Taven yelled, the thought just occurring to him.  “If Amy is at the Dyson sphere, don’t engage.  Just leave.  Go fix another sphere if you can.  She can’t be in two places at once.  When I’m able to join you…”  He waited, not sure if he was convinced.  “Then we’ll stop her.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
    TAVEN REACHED THE hallway and the spot where he’d held the door open for all the evacuees to enter the main construct.  Having never entered this construct, he had no memory from which to create a portal.  Despite his Gatekeeper status, he needed to enter it just like they all had. 
 
    He switched vision and saw the otherwise invisible handle.  He pulled it, opening the door, and stepped forward, not knowing what he’d find on the other side. 
 
    After what seemed like ten seconds later, he came to with all his memories.  The strange thing about it was he recognized the room he was in.  But he wasn’t yet ready to say it out loud, to accept that he was really where he thought he was. 
 
    Taven stepped out of the bathroom, the rustic mid-twentieth century design, and exited into the kitchen.  Just as he had guessed, he was seeing the same environment, the same house he remembered from inside the Hudson construct.   
 
    He rushed up the stairs and peeked over the banister, seeing the same bedroom from his memories.  He jumped down the stairs and ran past the kitchen, eyed the large windows and the two maple trees outside amid a snowy winter landscape.  The trees no longer held leaves, and he recognized the symbolism: barren, cold, and alone.  That was his interior and, for the most part, exterior world now.   
 
    Just like inside the Hudson, this portion of the construct was tailor made to suit him, his unique personal desires, quirks, eccentricities.  He stepped to the refrigerator and found exactly what he’d expected to see: an IPA and an Italian sub.   
 
    He glanced at the leather couch and the inviting fireplace that he somehow knew he could light with only a thought.  Then he looked past the living room to the door, that passageway to the myriad of constructs.    Was it also the same as the Hudson version?  There was only one way to know, and Taven marched toward it, feeling fear for reasons unknown. 
 
    He reached for the door’s handle, but as soon as he was about to touch it, he flashed through it, into a dark room.  After a couple seconds, he started to make out the walls.  They glowed with lights, first dim, then brightening, like distant stars in the night sky.   
 
    This place was like the one in the Hudson, but this room was much larger.  The Hudson’s room was just that, a four-walled space the size of a walk-in closet.  But this room was as big as the living room he’d just passed through.  And instead of just four walls, it had a series of partitions, each lit up with those same starry lights.  In fact, it took him time to map out the room, to find its true boundaries. 
 
    His momentary sense of wonder now gone, Taven knew he needed to find people and find them fast.  If he was going to defend against exponentially growing enemy forces, he needed as many Gatekeepers on his side as possible.  The evacuees were his best chance. 
 
    He drew close to one of the nearby partitions and examined its lights.  He expected to see similar markings as those he’d found on the Hudson, but these construct tiles contained nothing but two sets of numbers.  The first looked like frequencies; they all had Meta’s base frequency plus additional numbers.  He figured the extra numbers were the exact locales of the construct, like apartment numbers after a street address.   
 
    Then to the right of this long frequency were other digits.  Most of them contained zeros.  A few had 000000005 or 000000003.  He wasn’t sure, but he guessed these numbers represented how many people were inside the constructs.  He wondered why these tiles only had numbers and none of the symbols he’d seen inside the Hudson’s room.   
 
    But then he recalled the tortuous interactions he’d had there, how some constructs hadn’t allowed him to ask questions or make demands of people.  Cat hadn’t built the Hudson to merely substitute for Meta; she’d intended it to be a superior replacement.  It had been designed to implement Cat’s twisted philosophical ideals.     
 
    After perusing more construct listings and deciding he was wasting precious time, Taven returned to a tile that had the greatest number of what he hoped were evacuees.  Anxious, he took a deep breath.  Then he pressed the construct’s tile and felt himself dissolve, fading away. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    INSIDE THE CONSTRUCT, Taven looked up at its bright midday sun.  He wondered why anyone would want such a star beating down on them.  Then again, he didn’t know how much of this environment was manipulated by its inhabitants and how much was preset by whoever first designed the construct. 
 
    He started to scan with his Gatekeeper vision but discovered he didn’t possess that ability here.  One by one, he checked his powers and found that the only one he had left was the ability to create a portal.  It felt strange to once again be a regular…human. 
 
    He took his first step on the barren soil and heard it crunch underfoot.  Out before him was a path, crusted and cracked from the desiccating sun.  He held a hand over his eyes, shading them as he gazed out onto the horizon.  There was a snowcapped mountain range in the distance, its aqueous snow contrasting with the arid plateau.  There were a few trees hanging on to life and even fewer buildings.  There was one close by, more of a shack than a home.  But where there were buildings there were usually people, and Taven began walking toward it. 
 
    The dirt along the path turned to dust as he walked over it.  He glanced back once, thinking he had heard something, and noticed the brown cloud that followed him.  The wind picked up, and the dust cloud swirled, twisting horizontally before collapsing and falling back to the ground.    
 
    Taven neared the dilapidated building, close enough now to notice its busted wooden boards framed precariously on roughhewn timber.  He couldn’t decide if the outer boards had once been painted but were chipped away by the caustic wind or if their bronze patina was the natural color of aged lumber. 
 
    Taven had planned to simply knock on the door to see if anyone was home, but the bowed floor of the porch he would have to cross made him pause; he doubted it would support his weight.     
 
    Just then Taven thought he heard footsteps from around the side of the building. 
 
    “Hello?” he said.   
 
    It was the first time he’d spoken in this world, and it felt strangely obscene to pollute the silence. 
 
    When he rounded the side of the house, there was no one there.  He called out again, thinking they might have been walking in the other direction, to the back of the house.  But no one answered. 
 
    Then he heard the sound again and realized it was coming from the ground.  It was a crackle, like the crunch he’d made walking.  He only then noticed the piles of rocky debris on the baren red clay soil.  There was no way the piles were natural formations.  But then again, he wasn’t in a natural world.   
 
    There was another pop and crackle sound, and he saw the pile move.  Something was inside it.  Something alive. 
 
    He slowly came closer, and when he was a few paces from the pile, a thin green finger rose from the ruble. 
 
    Taven reeled back in surprise.  Then he watched in amazement as the green finger grew longer and higher.  It stopped when it was about four feet tall.  The finger was only a green stem of an impossibly fast-growing plant.  The stem turned brown and produced a crown of leaves with a bud on top.  The bud opened in spits and spurts just like the stem had grown.   
 
    Taven barely had time to appreciate the dark purple flower in bloom before its petals fell to the ground.  The ovarium segment of the flower swelled, turning into a fruit or seed pod—Taven couldn’t tell which. 
 
    “You found one,” said a voice behind him.   
 
    Taven twisted around lighting fast and saw a woman, her head covered in a rag-for-hoody.  A dark shadow hid her face. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “Just a fellow traveler,” she replied, lowering her hood.   
 
    Instantly, Taven recognized the woman’s curly blonde hair which were in knots and looked burnt from the sun.  Her face was dirty and her expression strange, a faraway dreamy look in her eyes.  She was the woman he’d lied to back when he was holding open the construct’s door for evacuees to enter.  She was the woman who had been looking for her husband. 
 
    “I remember you,” he said. 
 
    “Are you going to harvest it?” she asked agitatedly, pointing to the plant. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    She didn’t waste time answering his question but raced past him and caught the seed pod before it fell to the ground.   
 
    “It’s a little beyond its prime,” she said, holding it up for him to see, “but it’ll do.”   
 
    The woody stemmed plant disintegrated, its ashen pieces falling to the ground. 
 
    “Don’t you remember me?” Taven asked.  “I let you into the construct.  I held the door open.” 
 
    She gave him a half grin, then huffed like it was the wildest story she’d ever heard.  Then she took the fruit and turned her back to him.  With her head turned so that she saw him out of one eye, she said, “If you don’t know what these are, I don’t guess you want a taste.  Right?” 
 
    “Uh…no.  You go ahead.” 
 
    He heard a gasping sound that he first thought was the woman responding in delight.  But soon he realized it was just the seed pod opening.   
 
    “Never be too greedy,” the woman said.  She uncovered the rock pile with her foot, took a pinch of seeds, and dropped them there.  She placed the remaining seed pod in her raggedy shirt pocket.  Then she used both hands to reassemble the rock pile.   
 
    “I always say,” the woman began, “ten years will pass whether I want them to or not, and I’ll have wished I had planted that beauty then.  People have to live for tomorrow, you know.” 
 
    Dust kicked up several feet from where they stood.  The woman looked up toward the mountain range, and Taven heard the crack and ring of a gunshot like those he’d heard on twentieth century westerns.  The bullet had landed near them before they could hear the shot. 
 
    “Run!” she cried as she took off toward the house.  More dust kicked up as they ran, and Taven watched as a red dot appeared on the woman’s back.   
 
    She fell forward from the shot but then scrambled on her hands and knees until she was behind the house. 
 
    “You’re hit,” Taven said, taking cover with her. 
 
    “Some people don’t believe in sharing,” she said, pulling out the seed pod.  It had a tiny hole on one end where she had removed some of its seeds. “You sure you don’t want a taste?” she asked, holding it out toward Taven. 
 
    She coughed, and it sounded like blood was in her lungs.   
 
    What were the rules here? he thought.  Do these people die and come back?  Maybe they return to their own quarters like the house he’d found himself in after entering the construct?  Or did they actually die in here since they weren’t Gatekeepers? 
 
    “I need your help,” Taven said, surprised at his own pragmatism.   
 
    She laughed, coughing again, then licked the cracked edge of the pod.   
 
    “The only thing that can help you here is one of these beauties,” she said.   
 
    “I’m serious,” he insisted.  “Meta’s in trouble, and I need you and the other evacuees’ help before it’s too late.” 
 
    She gave him a look that said he was talking nonsense.   
 
    “Evacuees?” she repeated. 
 
    “Yes, you and the others.  Those from Earth.” 
 
    “Earth…”   
 
    She said the word like she’d never heard it before.  Then she convulsed and keeled over, blood spilling out the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Taven rushed to her side.   
 
    “Look, I can take you out of here,” he said.  “We’ll get out and you’ll remember.  This wound isn’t real.  You’ll see.” 
 
    “Help me,” she begged, weakly trying to reach the seed pod she’d dropped. 
 
    Taven grabbed the pod.  She cared more for it than her own life, it seemed. 
 
    When he gave it to her, she rushed the pod to her lips and turned it upside down.  She guzzled the seeds.  And when the pod’s contents were gone, her hand collapsed beside her and the pod rolled onto the dirt. 
 
    Taven watched as absolute ecstasy spread across her face.  Pure joy filled her glassy eyes before the veil of death closed upon her.  She let out one last exhalation, and Taven saw the life leave her eyes.   
 
    “Blast it all,” he whispered.   
 
    All she had cared about was that plant and its seeds.  How long she’d been here in relative terms, he didn’t know.  She’d mentioned ten years passing as if it were nothing.  And either from the passage of time or the effects of the seeds, she no longer seemed to remember her life before the construct. 
 
    Dust kicked up beside Taven, followed by the sound of more gunshots.    He spotted the flashes of gun muzzles out toward the mountain range and knew their pursuers were firing again.     
 
    He looked down where the dead woman lay just in time to see her body fade away and disappear.  He decided there was nothing for him here.  Nothing but a bunch of construct junkies.   
 
    Before he could catch a bullet, Taven opened a portal and jumped through. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
    TAVEN RETURNED TO his house, reappearing in the living room.  The view outside his window hadn’t changed, still a wintery scene, and he wondered how much time had passed while he was in the first construct—how much time here and how much time in Meta.   
 
    He was glad he didn’t have to reappear in front of the bathroom mirror the way he had in the Hudson construct after being killed.  At least he had that, he told himself.  Still, his time in the last construct had been a total waste.     
 
    Taven resisted the urge to open the six-pack in the fridge that was calling his name.  Instead, he went back to the door.   
 
    Inside the dark room, he fretted over his needle-in-a-haystack dilemma.  Before, he’d chosen a construct with a big second number, assuming it represented a large population.  But had it?   
 
    The construct had seemed mostly uninhabited.  He’d only met one person and had seen a few others who tried to shoot him, but it was still possible that that construct was as big as Earth and that thousands of others roamed its surface.  However, they were probably all junkies like those he’d run into. 
 
    So where did he go from here?  He could pick another construct with a higher population, but would they all be seed-heads too?  He couldn’t see any advantage in picking a construct with fewer people.  And there was always the possibility that the second number meant something else entirely besides the construct’s population. 
 
    Frustrated, Taven hurried his decision and picked the next construct he could find, one that looked like it had more than a hundred occupants in it.   
 
    He flashed through and found himself in familiar terrain.  His surroundings were like those of the construct where Mother had directed him to shift Meta’s frequency.   
 
    He was at the base of a temple, its Romanesque columns inviting him to ascend the stairs and enter.  He glanced over his shoulder and saw a dark choppy body of water.   
 
    As Taven climbed the stone stairway, each step three feet deep, he imagined it had been built by giants.  When he reached the top, like the other temple construct, he heard and saw the masses ahead of him.  But unlike before, the crowd was assembled in the temple itself instead of outside of it.  Taven rushed toward the crowd.  On his way was a room to his right.  Its walls were columns, open with a seaside view. 
 
    He continued into the larger room—he had to push past people to enter it.  At the far end of the room was a platform.  It reminded him of the crude stage that the Joint Council members had erected in Meta’s library back when the evacuees had first arrived there. 
 
    The temple’s platform was lit by a hidden sun, its rays allowed through openings in the roof for just this purpose, it seemed.  As he clawed his way through the masses, Taven realized that there were simply too many people here.  They couldn’t all be evacuees.  That meant many if not most were A.I.s.  The realization made him even fiercer, feeling no empathy for those he shoved out of his way. 
 
    A man climbed the steps next to the platform and began addressing the masses.   
 
    “Although it has been suggested for some time that we reconstruct the bridge to Kwakwayo,” he began, “there are considerable factors in making such adjustments.” 
 
    Taven felt disgust.  Even here in a place where individuals found their hearts’ desires, there were bureaucrats bossing people around.  Maybe the sheeple like it that way, he thought.  No personal responsibility meant you were never to blame.  It was always someone else who should have done something.  Such childishness had left Taven long ago, and he questioned—assuming these evacuees were truly the pathetic herd animals he’d judged them to be—if he could sway even one person to become a Gatekeeper. 
 
    “And so, hearing the call for further discussion before such strident moves are taken, the Assembly has decided to forego bridge construction for the foreseeable future,” the man on stage said.  There were groans mixed with cheers from the crowd.   
 
    Taven reached the platform and made eye contact with the politician on stage.  The man looked surprised and glanced over to one side almost as if he were expecting security guards to rush Taven.   
 
    Taven leaped onto the stage, and the politician ran off like Taven was a mad man. 
 
    “My name is Taven Smith,” he announced loudly.   
 
    The crowd’s rumbling ceased, and he knew he had their total attention.   
 
    “Many of you are A.I.s, I know.  But this is for the rest of you, the ones who once lived outside of the constructs.  The Sim-Verse is in jeopardy.  I need volunteers to become Gatekeepers like me and help defend Meta.  I don’t know much about this place, but I’m assuming it’s where each of you wish to live now.  That’s fine.  I don’t care what you do.  But if I can’t find volunteers to help fight, this construct and the rest of the Sim-Verse will be destroyed.  Do you understand?” 
 
    He waited for a response, though he knew it was irregular to try to have a back and forth conversation with a large group of people.   
 
    “Am I getting across to anyone?” he fumed.  “Does anybody even know what I’m talking about?  Can you remember?” 
 
    There was a quiet grumbling in the crowd, and Taven hoped that meant somebody out there still remembered and had enough sense to throw off this fantasy life of theirs.  He watched as the mass began to move, shifting like a school of ocean fish.  From the back of the room, close to where he’d first entered, he saw the assembly  parting down its middle, allowing a single member to approach the stage. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
    TAVEN WATCHED AS the cloaked figure moved forward.  The person was dressed in a maroon and brown robe like those worn by the people on Kenna’s homeworld.  And just like the woman Taven had encountered in the previous construct, the on-comer’s hood hid his face.  When the figure reached the edge of the stage, the crowd became totally silent.   
 
    Finally, the figure pulled back his hood and flashed a toothy grin. 
 
    “Mack!” Taven shouted. 
 
    Mack climbed onto the platform and faced his friend.  “Boss man, it’s been a while.” 
 
    “Are you—”  Taven had started to embrace his friend but stopped short.  “What’s that?” 
 
    Mack had raised a blaster and was pointing it at Taven.  “Sorry, Boss.  Wish I didn’t have to do it.” 
 
    Then, before Taven could say a word, Mack fired his blaster.  Taven felt the white-hot sting in his gut, and he looked down to see a massive hole where his abdomen should have been. 
 
    Collapsing to the floor, Taven gasped, “Why?” 
 
    Mack swirled his blaster on his finger like a cowboy before holstering it underneath his robe.   
 
    “This one’s gonna hurt, I’m sorry to say.  But you’ll thank me later.  I promise.” 
 
    Mack’s words were already faint, echoing like he was yelling from the far side of a gymnasium.  Questions tried to surface in Taven’s mind, but his agony was too great.  And in the end, the pain was all he could think of. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
    “IT’S REMARKABLE HOW well your sim’s tech and ours overlap,” Hewitt said.  “It’s like it was meant to be.”   
 
    He smiled, but Tanshaw didn’t. 
 
    “How much longer?” Tanshaw asked. 
 
    “This is the last panel to be replaced,” Kenna reported.  She was guiding it with the remote drone Tanshaw had provided.  “I estimate the Dyson sphere will be operational in under a minute.” 
 
    Tanshaw nodded.  Then she turned and checked with one of the crew.  “We’re still clear?” 
 
    “Still no sign of them, Commander,” came the answer. 
 
    Still showing off, Hewitt said, “I was…let’s say, pleasantly surprised by our first go of it.” 
 
    Tanshaw shot daggers at Hewitt with her eyes.  Either she misunderstood him or was simply annoyed by his chatter.   
 
    He shrank back temporarily, then added, “I mean, for a first time Gatekeeper, I’d say I handled those ships pretty well.  Taven would be proud.” 
 
    “There,” Kenna said, “the replacement panel is in place.  Readings say…”  She waited for her instruments to register.  “The sphere is fully operational.” 
 
    “Good,” Tanshaw said.  “Now let’s get a move on to the next sphere.” 
 
    So far, this game of whack-a-mole was going relatively smoothly.  They’d reached the first sim and cleaned house quickly; Hewitt had slowed it before the Seekers could fire upon them, then had destroyed the Seeker craft with his telekinetic abilities.   
 
    Unlike the first sphere that Kenna and Taven had fixed, the Seekers were no longer rearranging panels.  Instead, they took out large sections of the sphere in an attempt to permanently disable the star wrapping power station.  But Hewitt had provided Tanshaw’s world with blueprints for the paneling and—after shifting the production line to a faster running sub-sim—they were able to easily reproduce the damaged panels in no time. 
 
    “Okay, I’m releasing the temporal field,” Hewitt said, smugly.   
 
    They had kept the sim frozen to prevent complications with the sphere overheating and to keep from being surprised by new Seeker ships. 
 
    “There,” Hewitt said.  “I’m entering the sim frequency of the next Dyson sphere now.” He punched buttons into the jump drive. 
 
    “Commander, we’ve got company,” a crewman announced. 
 
    “On screen,” Tanshaw demanded. 
 
    Hewitt fumbled with the jump drive, dropping the small rectangular box.  Fortunately, it was hung to the workstation by its straps and didn’t smash on the floor.   
 
    “Attempting to reinstate temporal field,” Hewitt said nervously. 
 
    Kenna saw him close his eyes and try.  But the single Seeker craft onscreen was still moving freely.  “It is not working, Dr. Hewitt,” she said. 
 
    “I-I don’t know why…it feels different,” Hewitt stammered. 
 
    “She is here,” Kenna said, “the new Queen.” 
 
    “What do I do?” Hewitt asked, opening his eyes. 
 
    “Whatever you do,” Tanshaw interjected, “don’t stop fighting.  If she rolls back your temporal field, we’re dead.” 
 
    “Right,” Hewitt squealed.  He closed his eyes and refocused his efforts. 
 
    “Taven said we should not fight the Queen if she were to come to our simulation,” Kenna said.  “He said we should go on to the next Dyson sphere and that she could only be in one place at a time.” 
 
    “But she will simply destroy the sphere again,” Tanshaw complained. 
 
    “In time,” Kenna said, “we will have more Gatekeepers.  Then we can stop the Queen and rebuild the Dyson spheres.  With enough Gatekeepers on our side, victory will be certain.” 
 
    “And in the meanwhile, we run like scared rats,” Tanshaw complained. 
 
    “I will set the jump drive frequency,” Kenna said, moving to the box. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Kenna almost didn’t recognize the voice.  It had been so long since she’d heard Iris inside her.  They had been together for some time now, but after the first little while, Iris had grown silent.  And Kenna had believed that this was how it would continue: Iris would be an unassuming presence. 
 
    “What is it, child?” Kenna asked.  She saw Tanshaw and the others give her confused looks, not hearing Iris’s voice. 
 
    We cannot let her continue this, Iris said.  We can stop her.  We have a superior ship.  Dr. Hewitt can fight her, and I can help. 
 
    “I know you wish to exact your revenge, but we must have wisdom and restraint.  Now is not the time,” Kenna argued. 
 
    I can beat her.  I know I can. 
 
    “No,” Kenna said, protective of her pupil. 
 
    I must. 
 
    “Commander Tanshaw,” Kenna said, finishing with the frequency on the jump drive, “prepare to jump.” 
 
    Forgive me, Iris said.   
 
    Just then, Kenna felt a pull from inside herself, like there were invisible strings attached and some grand puppet master had yanked them all at once. 
 
    Kenna fell to her knees and grabbed her abdomen.   
 
    “Are you okay?” Hewitt asked, opening one eye. 
 
    “Keep fighting,” she told him, fearing that Iris was now more in danger than ever before. 
 
    “Commander,” a crewmember said, “the Jackal’s sensors are picking up a strange anomaly.  It’s visible on screen.” 
 
    “What is that?” Tanshaw exclaimed.   
 
    Still writhing, Kenna looked up at the main viewer and saw a purple cloudlike glow flying toward the Seeker ship.   
 
    “No, my child.  Return!” Kenna howled. 
 
    “A similar anomaly is emanating from the enemy craft,” announced a crewmember.   
 
    Kenna watched helplessly as a green mist left the Seeker ship and rushed toward the center of the battlefield.   
 
    “Do not do it,” Kenna begged. But it was no use.  She was unable to stop Iris.   
 
    Now that the physical pain of Iris’s departure had mostly subsided, Kenna slowly stood up and watched the battle commence.  Her finger hovered over the jump drive’s engage button, but she knew there was no way she was leaving Iris behind.   
 
    The green and purple clouds collided.  Though they appeared immaterial, the two miasmas did not mix.  Instead, they began swirling around each other. 
 
    “What are they doing?” someone asked. 
 
    “Iris is battling her, the one who is called Cat,” Kenna said grimly. 
 
    The two clouds spun faster and faster like a striped pinwheel.  A tear fell from Kenna’s cheek as she anticipated the inevitable.   
 
    “Goodbye, sweet child,” she whispered. 
 
    Then, as if on cue, the whirling mist grew brighter.  The colors blurred, then became pure white light.  Several of the crew raised their hands, shielding their eyes from the glare.  Then there was a blinding flash, followed by an energy wave that traveled fast from the epicenter. 
 
    “Brace for impact!” Tanshaw barely said it before the wave hit the Jackal. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
    TAVEN FELT FRIGID like he’d been under a sea of ice, unable to breathe, unable to move his cold body.  But then he’d suddenly been thrust upward out of his icy coffin.  He was standing now, but he reached down, wrapping both arms around his throbbing torso.   
 
    In front of the bathroom mirror in his home inside Meta’s construct system, Taven saw he was clutching his intact, un-bleeding body.  He wore a simple white undershirt, and there were no blood stains as he thought their ought to have been. 
 
    In the mirror he saw the words: 
 
    VIOLENCE DETECTED IN PREVIOUS ITERATION. 
 
    DELETE? 
 
    OR 
 
    SAVE? 
 
    It was only then that something other than pain surfaced in Taven’s mind.  This was the same experience he’d had after being killed the first time in the Hudson’s construct.  Now Meta rather than the Hudson’s computer was asking him if he wanted to remember or forget the pain he’d just experienced.   
 
    Unlike in the Hudson, his choice wasn’t obvious.  Back then, he’d been searching for a way to warn the inhabitants.  Everything was a maze, smoke and mirrors, and he didn’t know what information might prove important.   
 
    He was under similar circumstances now: needing to reach the evacuees, confusing interactions, and even deadly contact.  But he no longer believed everything mattered.  Fate—or was it Mother?—was pulling his strings, and he felt that whether he remembered or forgot, it was all going to end the same way. 
 
    Before he touched DELETE, Mack’s words came back to him.  He’d said that Taven would thank him later.  Taven doubted that he’d really seen Mack.  More likely Mack was truly dead, and all the images of his old friend were just products of his own desires manifested in Meta’s construct.  Either that or Mack had turned into a little demon who liked to take pot shots at old friends. 
 
    Mack had also said it was going to have to hurt, Taven remembered.  But why?  Maybe there was a point to all of this after all.  Maybe Mack wanted Taven to have to choose.   
 
    Unsure there was a right answer, Taven shifted his finger and clicked SAVE. 
 
    As soon as he did, the pain in his abdomen began to subside.  And he could breathe again.  Though the memory was unpleasant, Taven was able to push it down and think about his next steps.  Really there were only two choices he could make: leave the constructs and seek advice from Mother or Kenna and Hewitt, or go back in and try to find volunteers.   
 
    Taven’s scar-free face smirked at the idea: who would have thought selling immortality would be so difficult? He must be the Sim-Verse’s worst salesperson ever. 
 
    Taven opened the bathroom door.  Before leaving the room, he noticed a familiar fragrance in the air.  The smell made him freeze in the doorway.  Then he pushed himself through. 
 
    He came to the kitchen and saw a silhouette in front of the bay windows.  It was a woman, her back turned, wearing a thin tan cotton skirt that wanted to flow in the faint draft of the room.  It dawned on Taven who it was just as she turned to greet him. 
 
    “Ferah?” 
 
    “Hey there, stranger,” she said, smiling. 
 
    He felt something inside move, in the same part of his gut where he’d been shot.  She was beautiful, and all the old feelings he’d had for her in the Hudson construct came back to him.  She had been a charade, as she most certainly was now.  She wasn’t real, but his attraction to her was. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “I thought you might need a little help.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
    FOR SOME TIME after Kenna opened her eyes, she did not know where she was.  She did not recognize the ship she was aboard.  Only when she glimpsed Dr. Hewitt lying on the deck unconscious did her memories rush back: the Sim-Verse, Taven, Cat, Iris. 
 
    She stood up fast, but her knees threatened to buckle.   
 
    “Dr. Hewitt,” she said, stumbling over to him.  “Wake up.  You must wake up.” 
 
    Hewitt stirred, and a faint smile came across his face.  “Ah…what time is it?” 
 
    “You are not in your bed, Dr. Hewitt.  We are in battle and you must reawaken to stop the Queen from destroying us.” 
 
    She saw Tanshaw climb from the deck back into her commander’s chair.  “Status report,” she requested weakly.   
 
    No one answered; they were all coming back to their senses, too.   
 
    Kenna spotted the Seeker ship on screen.  Gone was any sign of Iris or Cat.  If Iris’s essence could leave Kenna’s body, then Cat’s essence must have left Amy’s, which meant there was still a Queen on board that ship, a Gatekeeper capable of rolling over them if they left their guard down. 
 
    Kenna rushed back to the jump drive.   
 
    “She’s…” Hewitt said, sitting up and gazing toward the enemy ship.  “She looks different.” 
 
    Kenna didn’t wait for more explanation.  She mashed the engage button on the jump drive hard and felt a sense of relief as her surroundings faded away. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
    “WHAT KIND OF help?” Taven asked. 
 
    Ferah didn’t answer for a moment.  Instead, she maintained her locked gaze with Taven, and he felt butterflies in his stomach kick in a second time.  It was as if she were disarming him, untying some invisible knot inside him that he hadn’t known was there. 
 
    “You’ve not been successful reaching the evacuees,” she said finally, stepping closer.   
 
    For a moment he lost her face in a shadow, and it was only then that he realized the scene outside his window had changed.  Now it was springtime; short green grass was growing, and there were small leaves on the Maple trees.  It was brighter outside, and that was why he was having trouble with the glare. 
 
    She stepped closer still, and her face came under the light where he could see her.  Her skin was smooth, her youthfulness inviting.   
 
    “Is this like before?” he asked.  “Are you going to turn into Cat when this is all over?” 
 
    “Would you rather I looked like her?” she said.   
 
    “No,” Taven said quickly.   
 
    “You know what this is about,” she said warmly.  “This place,” she said holding her hands out, palms up, “is whatever you want it to be.  I’m here because you wanted me to be here.” 
 
    “I want lots of things.  That doesn’t make them happen, doesn’t make things true,” he said.  “Do you… um, do whatever I want you to do?”  Lustful thoughts filled Taven’s mind. 
 
    “I do what you really want me to do,” she said, not rejecting his notion but not agreeing to anything either.  The way she said it made it sound like something Mother would say, and the association instantly killed Taven’s libido. 
 
    “Do you know more about the constructs?” he asked. 
 
    “I know how you can reach them all,” she said. 
 
    “The evacuees?” 
 
    “Yes, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
    FERAH GUIDED TAVEN to the door.  Unlike him, she had no trouble finding the right construct tile.  She pointed it out before she selected it, but it looked no different than any of the others.   
 
    They flashed through, and Taven was glad to see the construct didn’t look like ancient Greece or some dystopian wasteland.  It resembled Kairos before the cyber grid had gone offline.     
 
    Tall buildings crowded out the cloudless blue sky.  The streets were empty, but they were pristine like those of the Ghost City sim.  If they hadn’t been inside one of Meta’s constructs where consequences were optional, Taven would have expected to see cleanup bots busily maintaining this spotless world.   
 
    Cautiously, Taven looked at one of the skyscraper’s walls, half expecting it to come to life like those on Kairos.  But the reflective blue-gray glass remained unchanged.   
 
    Just then, Taven heard a high-pitched scream.  He whipped around, grasping for a blaster on his hip that wasn’t there.   
 
    A motorized skiff whipped past them, its engine roaring.  The driver wore a helmet and a tight-fitting racing suit.  Then, as suddenly as it had arrived, the skiff disappeared around the corner. 
 
    “What—who’s that?” Taven asked. 
 
    “A member of your audience,” Ferah said, winking.   
 
    Then she resumed her march across the road.  Except for that unexpected vehicle, the street was deserted and seemed safe to cross without even checking.  Taven followed her, but his mind was on that racer.  How had someone from Earth changed so much, so quickly?   
 
    “Time changes everything,” Ferah said.   
 
    Of course she’s reading my thoughts, Taven realized.  If Meta’s construct produced her because of his unconscious desires, it and therefore she certainly knew his conscious thoughts, too. 
 
    “How much time has passed here?” Taven asked.   
 
    “That’s difficult to answer,” Ferah said, reaching automatic doors to a building.  “Do you mean in Meta’s time, Earth’s, or the construct’s?” 
 
    Taven realized she was right, but he wanted to know how much time had passed for the evacuees, how long it had felt for them. 
 
    Ferah answered before he had to ask.  “It’s different depending on the constructs.  For that rider you saw,” she paused as if processing the data, then said, “several lifetimes.” 
 
    Taven followed her into the building, and despite the wonders he was seeing, his mind was trying to grapple with what she’d just told him.   
 
    “Couple that amount of time with the ability to delete unpleasant memories,” she continued, “and people become almost unrecognizable from their old selves.” 
 
    There was the sound of rushing water that made it difficult to hear Ferah clearly.  Taven’s mind finally divided his attention, allowing him to consider the strange new surroundings.  They were in a setting so unlike the outside of the building that Taven questioned if they’d jumped to another construct.   
 
    He looked up at the nearby brown rocky walls.  Though he saw no light source, he could see everything clearly.  They were inside a tunnel now that looked like it had been chewed out by some giant stone-crunching earthworm.  The humidity in the cavern was high, and had Taven not just entered it from the street, he would have sworn they were underground. 
 
    “Come on,” Ferah said, leading him through the tunnel that was twice their height in diameter. 
 
    “What is this place?” he asked.   
 
    “This entire construct is the Gatekeeper’s administration complex.” 
 
    “A secretary’s dream come true,” Taven joked.   
 
    She didn’t laugh, and he wondered if it was because he wasn’t funny or because she had heard the punch line in her head before he said it. 
 
    They rounded the corner—though there were no straight edges to these walls—and exited into a larger room.  The rocky walls expanded outward, fading on three sides into vertical glass, the true exterior shell of the building.  On the fourth side, right where they came out of the tunnel, was a massive waterfall.  It fell from an unseen source above, shrouded from view by overhead mist. 
 
    Ferah stepped to the water’s edge and bent over to look.  Her thin cotton skirt flew freely in the breeze, giving Taven a quick peek at her toned athletic legs.   
 
    “Got time for a dip?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t think you’d want to swim in these waters,” she replied.   
 
    He came closer and tried to look past the mist on top of the water.   
 
    “Seems nice enough to me,” he said.  “What, are you going to tell me it’s full of man-eating crocodiles?” 
 
    She grinned, and he felt a tiny thrill of victory, having made her smile.  “No, no reptiles,” she admitted.  “But this is sacred water.” 
 
    He was surprised.  If Ferah was just an A.I.,  what could she possibly consider sacred?   
 
    “Are you going to get all mystical on me?” he teased. 
 
    “This is the regenerative well,” she said, “reserved for bringing back lost souls.” 
 
    Taven came alive.  “But this isn’t what I saw Eleazar trying to use.  He was trying to bring someone back, but it wasn’t here.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re correct.  He had attempted to build his own regenerative well, one that the rest of the Gatekeepers wouldn’t know about until after he’d brought back his wife.  But they caught him and stopped him.  It was his penultimate sin before being cast out of Meta forever.  After he was caught, he tried reaching the Makers directly.  He was convinced he could change the rules if only he were given an audience with them.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, why would the Gatekeepers stop him from bringing someone back to life?” 
 
    “It’s because she was a fellow Gatekeeper,” Ferah explained.  “It’s one of the explicit rules set by the Makers.  They give Gatekeepers long lives in the constructs, but as you know, they are at risk outside of them.  And that risk has to exist; they have to bear that burden.” 
 
    “Then why make one of these wells in the first place, if they can’t be used?” 
 
    “They exist to make corrections,” Ferah said.  “From time to time, Gatekeepers made mistakes while policing the Sim-Verse.  If they were too heavy handed or just weren’t paying close attention, they could cause irreparable damage to a sim.  The well was a way to bring back someone from a primary sim who lost their life through unnatural means.” 
 
    Taven immediately thought of Evelynn.  And Ferah responded to his idea, saying, “It’s not out of the realm of possibility to bring her back.”   
 
    “It would be against the rules, I bet,” Taven said.  “I mean, why do the Makers care about saving lives in primary sims but won’t offer that to Gatekeepers?  I’d bet anything that the Makers don’t want me using this well to bring Evelynn back.” 
 
    “You’re partly right.  There were rules against it.” 
 
    “Were rules?” he repeated. 
 
    “Do you see any other Gatekeepers here to stop you?” she asked.  “Rules are only rules if they can be enforced.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “The Gatekeepers believed that the Makers set it up this way because of the Sim-Verse’s original design.  All of this is a grand experiment: a million worlds with a million different conditions.  And the end goal was for the Makers to understand more about their own base reality.” 
 
    “If one of us got lucky and figured out how to fix their problems or the meaning of life or something, the Makers would benefit from it,” Taven said. 
 
    “Exactly.  And the Sim-Verse is running thousands of times faster than base reality, as far as the Gatekeepers were able to determine.  The whole point of Meta and the Gatekeepers was to prevent one sim from interfering with another.  So by having a way to put back important individuals who were accidently killed during Gatekeeper interventions, the simulations could continue with less outside interference.” 
 
    “Too bad it didn’t work,” Taven muttered. 
 
    Ferah looked out beyond the pool toward the glass walls.  “If you want to communicate with the evacuees, we can’t do it here.” 
 
    Taven looked down another moment, considering his options.  What if he just conjured up Evelynn right here and now?  He could take her with him while they tried to fix things.  At least they’d be together.  He could keep her safe, couldn’t he? 
 
    Ferah walked toward their real destination, and Taven, though reticent, joined her. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
    FERAH STOOD IN the doorway of the open elevator and waited for Taven to join her.  He’d fallen behind, partly because she seemed to be in better shape than he was and partly because his mind was on other things.  He’d continued thinking about the well and Evelynn.  And once he thought about Evelynn, it made him think about Amy, what was left of the person he’d once known.  How did Eleazar fuse Cat’s essence with his wife’s mind and body?  He must have used something like this well, something he’d built himself.   
 
    They’d traveled through another section of rocky tunnel on the opposite side of the building from where they’d first entered.  The rock, as far as Taven could tell, rose to join the glass walls that ascended sky high. 
 
    Ferah tapped her toe impatiently as Taven reached the elevator.  She gave him a look that could kill, but he thought she was being playful, nonetheless.  As the elevator door shut behind him, he wondered how many centuries it might have been since anyone had used it.  Ferah had said it was an administrative complex, so Taven was surprised he’d seen anyone.  That stray racer must have been lost, he guessed. 
 
    The elevator began to rise, and Taven noticed there were no buttons, and he understood there were only two floors: the ground floor where they’d entered and up above wherever it was Ferah was taking him. 
 
    The elevator stopped abruptly, and it made Taven feel like he was on the Jackal with its wonky inertial dampeners.  The doors opened, and they were met with bright sunshine that made Taven squint.  As they stepped out, a gust of wind pushed against them.  Taven watched with amusement as Ferah pulled a Marilyn Monroe with her skirt.  Finally giving up, Ferah snapped the material off and threw it into the wind.  Taven didn’t think she’d had them on before, but now she wore knee-length leggings, athletic wear that accentuated her muscular figure. 
 
    As much as Taven enjoyed gawking at his fantasy derived acquaintance, he was struck by the fact that they were outside on top of the building.  From here he could see all the surrounding skyscrapers and their tops.  The horizon was a sea of buildings, stretching out as far as the eye could see.   
 
    And though he couldn’t truly die here—he hoped not anyway—the risk of a gust of wind catching him off guard and throwing him off the ledge weighed on him. 
 
    “Move to the middle,” Ferah instructed, leading him by the hand.   
 
    They lowered their heads like ships’ bows breaking through waves.  When they’d finally reached the center mark, the wind abruptly stopped. 
 
    “That’s odd,” Taven remarked.   
 
    Ferah gave him a look that said what else would you expect?  This is the Sim-Verse, isn’t it?  Then she explained that this was the spot from which a Gatekeeper could communicate with all of Meta.  If he made an announcement here, everyone would notice.  And he would get real-time feedback from anyone who wished to give it. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, unsure.  “What do I do?” 
 
    “Are you ready to speak?” 
 
    Taven didn’t know exactly what he’d say, but he didn’t think the words would come standing there, waiting.  “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Here we go,” she said stepping away.  The wind caught her, and she struggled to keep her balance.  When she was several paces from Taven, she crouched down to stabilize herself. 
 
    Whether that was some cue he didn’t understand, or it was just because she had left the center of the building, he didn’t know.  But he heard a metallic clanging.  It was like the sound made by mining chains when he would roll them up in the St. George’s splicer bay after a long day’s haul. 
 
    Taven looked up from where the sound came and saw an impossible scene: a metallic cable dropping from a clear blue sky.  He started to jump away, fearing it would strike him.  But it stopped right before his face.  The wire froze, rigid and still like the graphite tethers used to seed space elevators between Earth’s surface and geo synch orbit. 
 
    He stared at the tip of the wire and heard another sound, fainter and higher pitched than the clanging.  He looked back up just in time to see a small cone slide down the cable.  It came to the end of the line and hung there, its opened end facing Taven.   
 
    “Speak,” Ferah said with urgency. 
 
    Taven didn’t understand how this worked, but he went ahead, saying, “This is Taven Smith.” 
 
    Instantly, a wall of view screens appeared before him.  They were semi translucent; he could still see the dim skyline behind them.  But on screen were thousands of smaller images, the faces of people throughout Meta’s construct system.  He had all their attention. 
 
    “Meta is under attack,” he continued.  “Many of you may no longer remember your origins.  We came from outside the city, from a primary sim named Earth.  We fled to Meta to escape from the Seekers, our enemy, and the enemy of everyone else in the Sim-Verse.  I am a Gatekeeper, having the code that all of Meta’s inhabitants once possessed.  It grants me long life and amazing powers outside of Meta.  But I am only one man.  I need your help.” 
 
    Just then Taven noticed a sizeable portion of the faces disappear.  He was confused, but went on anyway. 
 
    “I need volunteers”—more screens went blank—“to become a Gatekeeper like myself.” 
 
    He looked over at Ferah, worriedly.   
 
    “I need your help defending the city from our enemies,” Taven urged.   
 
    More than half of the remaining faces vanished.   
 
    “Because if we don’t, the city will be taken.  We will lose everything.  The entire Sim-Verse will be destroyed.”   
 
    All but a tiny minority of screens were gone now. 
 
    “We’ll all die if no one helps me,” he pleaded.   
 
    Like the last kernels of popping corn, the last remaining faces blipped off.  Then the translucent screen itself dissolved, and a couple of seconds later, the cone and cable ascended skyward at breakneck speed. 
 
    Dejected, Taven stepped away from the center of the rooftop and toward Ferah who stood to greet him.  The wind pushed her, and she fell forward.  They caught one another, and their arms extended around each other’s shoulders.   
 
    “Come on, Taven,” she said.  “Let’s go home.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
    “JUST SIT DOWN and relax,” Ferah told Taven.   
 
    “But we have to do something.  We can’t just sit here,” he said. 
 
    “No, what you need to do is sit there.  Don’t think.  Just relax.”  She leaned in and kissed him.   
 
    He blushed.  She turned, and he felt conflicted watching her walk away, twisting her hips as she rounded the dining room table. 
 
    “There’s no…”   
 
    He stopped before saying time.  And she gave him a wink as she stepped to the kitchen counter.  He knew there was more time here in this construct than anywhere else in the Sim-Verse.  If those people he’d tried to reach had lived several lifetimes in the hours he’d spent with Kenna and Hewitt, what did five minutes here represent?   
 
    He sat on the couch in the living room and gazed into the flames in the fireplace.  It had come on even though he didn’t remember asking it to.  But this place, this construct, acted only upon his desires, conscious or otherwise.  Still gazing into the flames, he heard the click of a gas range turning on.  The fridge door opened and closed, and he heard the tantalizing sound of a bottle cap falling to the countertop. 
 
    That was enough to knock him out of his meditation, and when he looked over, he saw Ferah, now dressed in a flowing rose-colored summer dress, step toward him.  Her hair was down, spilling onto her sleeveless top.  She looked at him in a way that was puzzling; it wasn’t a particular expression, but it disarmed him.  She knew him in ways he didn’t know himself.  And on top of that, she was carrying imbibements he hadn’t tasted in years. 
 
    “Still enjoy these?” she asked, handing him a Red Runner IPA in a frosty bottle.   
 
    “You already know the answer to that,” he teased. 
 
    “Just save room for New York strip, okay?” She had already turned and was heading back to the kitchen. 
 
    Taven didn’t respond.  He was afraid that if he did, he’d talk himself out of this moment.  Instead, he turned up the bottle and drank half of it fast.  The soothing sensation that followed felt beyond real, like the ecstasy from Mother’s coffee.  He disliked that memory and decided to chase it away, turning up the rest of the bottle. 
 
    He put the IPA down on the coffee table between him and the fireplace.  And when he did, he saw a second bottle already uncapped sitting next to it.  He glanced quickly back at Ferah, questioning if she’d put it there before when he wasn’t looking.  But he decided she hadn’t, that it had appeared there because he wanted it to.  He was in charge here.  This tiny corner of the Sim-Verse was his and his alone.   
 
    The smell of steak filled the air as he enjoyed another IPA.  He released more and more of his burdens.  Why did he have to carry them all?  What perverse system of justice had selected him to save the Sim-Verse from destruction, had taken away his old life, and had made him watch his few friends lose their lives to save his?  If anyone deserved to drop their shackles, it was Taven. 
 
    He placed the second bottle on the table, and—his hand a little unsteady—it clinked against the first.   
 
    “It’s almost ready,” she announced. 
 
    He stood before he knew why, then said, “I’ll wash up.”  
 
    As he made his way to the bathroom, Ferah intercepted him.  She pushed him against the wall.  He started to protest, but the look in her eyes stopped him.  She leaned in close and kissed him.   
 
    His hands slid down her waist and hips, and he felt exhilarated.  He grabbed her dress with both hands, squeezing tight, then twisted her around and pushed her against the wall.  He kissed her hard and ran his hands all over her. 
 
    “Taven,” she gasped, coming out of a kiss.  “You’ll spoil your appetite.” 
 
    “Never,” he promised. 
 
    She raised her finger and pressed it to his lips.  “No dessert before dinner.”  
 
    He smiled, and she slipped out from between him and the wall, leaving him there wanting more.  He walked slowly past the kitchen, keeping his eye on her the whole time.  Not only was he not hiding his feelings, but he wanted to see her respond to his forwardness. 
 
    She bent down, retrieving a plate from a cabinet below the counter and exchanged one more knowing glance with Taven before he stepped out of sight.   
 
    Taven stumbled through the bathroom door, intoxicated by a mixture of alcohol and lust.  No one would stop him from having what he really wanted.  No one could. 
 
    After relieving himself, he stood in front of the mirror and washed his hands.  The warm water felt good, and he leaned down and splashed his face.  When he stood upright, he patted his face dry with a towel.   
 
    Then he froze, caught in his own crosshairs.  He didn’t want to move, didn’t want to pull his finger from the hole in the dam and release the flood of shifting thought.   
 
    “Blast you,” he said when he could suppress the thought no longer.   
 
    It was his cheek.  It had no scar, and he knew that wasn’t right.  It wasn’t true.  This wasn’t real. 
 
    He looked down, trying to undo his mental shift.  He wanted to hold on to Ferah and where this night would end.   
 
    He noticed he’d left the water running, and he watched it slowly drain.  It was pooling up in the sink.  He turned it off and observed the tiny whirlpool form.  Down the water went, emptying out, just like his whole life had seemed to.  What had it all been for? he thought.  The empty pool of memories, pain, hurts, broken dreams.  Why was he still holding on to them all?   
 
    He could forget, couldn’t he?  Just like all those evacuees had, like the woman who’d lost her husband.  He could forget Amy.  How would he miss her if he no longer remembered her?  And his little girl…  
 
    Somehow that seemed worse.  Forgetting the innocent was a harder pill to swallow than letting go of those who’d turned on you.  Evelynn’s bones—he shuddered thinking of them—were at the bottom of a Seeker well along with the bones of countless others sacrificed for nothing.  Those bones were real, as real as anything in the Sim-Verse.  And if Taven chose to forget them, he would be little better than those who had put them there. 
 
    The faucet dripped.  And Taven saw into the dark open hole of the drain, down where the bend in the pipe trapped water.  
 
    A new thought: Evelynn could be brought back, couldn’t she?  The regenerative well in Meta—he’d found it.  That was what he had really wanted.  And if he could bring back his little girl… 
 
    Taven took one more gaze in the mirror, trying to be sure.  He could smell steak wafting through the crack in the bathroom door, and he knew that this escape, this mirage, would be here waiting for him if all else failed.  But he couldn’t do this now, not until he’d tried everything.   
 
    “Blast it,” he muttered.  “Blast it all.”  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 36 
 
    WHEN TAVEN ARRIVED in Meta’s library, his senses came back completely.  Gone were the fuzzy feelings from imbibing, silenced by his exit of the construct and the continual pounding of Seeker jumpers slamming against Meta’s shield.  The Seekers had found Meta’s frequency again, he realized. 
 
    Taven started to jump to the temple construct where he could once again shift Meta’s frequency.  But the inter-sim comm on the floor was blinking, and he knew Kenna or Hewitt were calling.  He picked it up and answered. 
 
    “Taven Smith,” Kenna said, “I am relieved to hear your voice.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “We are aboard the Jackal.  We survived a conflict with the Seeker Queen.  At least, some of us did.” 
 
    “What do you mean some of us?” 
 
    She was quiet for a moment.  Then she answered, “Cat is no more.” 
 
    “You killed Amy?”  He felt his knees almost buckle.   
 
    “No,” Kenna answered.  “It was Iris.  She separated from me, against my wishes, and fought Cat’s essence.  They destroyed each other on the battlefield.” 
 
    Taven was confused.  He knew Cat had been conjured by Eleazar somehow.  But Iris—he didn’t know how she’d come back, except that maybe she’d merged with Meta’s CPU before it went dark and had reemerged once the power came back on to the city.  That was a guess, and it in no way explained how these ghosts were inhabiting bodies or fighting each other to the death. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he finally asked, not really knowing what to say. 
 
    “I believe so,” she answered.  “Were you successful in recruiting new Gatekeepers?” 
 
    “No.  I could hardly get anyone to even listen to me.”  He noticed Meta’s lights were dimming.  “Were you able to restore any Dyson spheres?” 
 
    “We repaired one before the Queen came, but likely she destroyed it after we retreated.  We have just finished our work on the second sphere.  Are you coming to assist?” 
 
    “Not yet,” he said, shouting over the constant thuds from Seeker jumpers pounding Meta’s shield. 
 
    “I do not know how much longer we can sustain this,” Kenna confessed.  “Dr. Hewitt says there are many more spheres to repair.  In fact, others went dark while we were fixing the last one.  If you have not found additional Gatekeepers, then it appears the work is all up to us.  I intend to split with Dr. Hewitt and take another one of Commander Tanshaw’s ships so that we can double our efforts.” 
 
    “But if Amy comes to your sim and Hewitt isn’t there to fight back, you’ll be defenseless,” Taven protested. 
 
    “It is a risk I must take.  If we continue at this pace, it is as you have said; we are defenseless.” 
 
    Taven was torn.  He hadn’t exited the construct to come play inter-sim handyman with Kenna and Hewitt.  There was one last strategy left to try, and he was going to do it.  Still, leaving his friends on their own felt wrong. 
 
    “I’ll hurry,” he promised.  “After I move Meta’s frequency again, I’ll leave the shields down so you can get back if I’m gone.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” she questioned.  “Will the Seekers not find Meta’s new frequency once again?” 
 
    Taven clutched the comm.  There was yet another hole in his plan.   
 
    “I said I’d hurry,” he finally offered.  “Taven out.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
    TAVEN STARTED TO jump to the temple construct in order to shift Meta’s frequency.  But he stopped, realizing that he couldn’t silence those thuds just yet.  He looked for a blaster but decided he had  something even better.   
 
    Climbing into the parked mech suit, he reached down and grabbed Hewitt’s security device.  He used voice command, since he feared he’d accidently crush the tech if he tried punching buttons with his oversized fingers. 
 
    “Lower security shield,” he told it. 
 
    The tech chirped, and a second later a solitary jumper appeared.   
 
    “Raise security shield,” Taven said.  Another chirp and the pounding resumed. 
 
    Taven watched as the jumper’s scissor-hinged door swung open. 
 
    “The Queen sends her—” 
 
    Taven fired his shoulder cannon at the Seeker at point blank range.  The soldier’s body splattered like blended lasagna onto the library floor.   
 
    “I don’t need greetings from your Queen,” Taven remarked.  “I’ll see her myself soon enough.” 
 
    He jumped out of the mech suit and took Hewitt’s device from the suit’s lifeless hands.  Then, fearing it would automatically close and jump away, Taven rushed to the jumper.  He was surprised the Seeker had spoken to him before first sending back his jumper.  It was a breach of protocol, and Taven wondered if it was Amy’s doing.   
 
    Taven stuck his head inside the jumper and found the return frequency on the jump drive.  One at a time, and carefully so he wouldn’t make a huge blunder, Taven copied the numbers onto Hewitt’s device.  Then he placed it back in the hands of his mech suit.   
 
    “Hang on to that for me, will ya?” he shouted.  
 
    The pounding against Meta’s shield was incessant.  Taven would be glad to get a break from it even if it was just temporarily.   
 
    He created a portal and jumped to the temple construct.  He quickly found the heavy wheel and turned it.  He tried shoving it further than he did before in hope that it would make it harder for the Seekers to find Meta again.  With what he was going to try next, he would need to either be lucky or very fast.   
 
    Flashing back to Meta’s library, Taven enjoyed a couple seconds of silence.  The Seeker jumpers were no longer smashing into Meta’s shield.  But the dimming lights overhead told him he was not safe, that if he dithered too long Meta would go dark and it would all be over. 
 
    He climbed back into the mech suit and looked at the frequency stored on his device.  It was Amy’s palace sim, the new frequency she’d shifted to.  He headed toward the shelves where he thought her sim was located.  Again, he needed to use voice commands. 
 
    “Computer, open the sim with this frequency.”   
 
    He slowly read the long number, trying to be precise.  When he finished, a nearby book flew off its shelf and opened in front of him.  On the page, he saw a holographic image of the world he’d seen in person when he’d battled Eleazar.  That was it.   
 
    He laid Hewitt’s device down on the ground, knowing he wouldn’t need it anymore and that if Hewitt and Kenna returned, they might.   
 
    “Computer, lower security shields,” he instructed.   
 
    Taven waited, holding his breath.  No jumpers came through.  He was in the clear, at least for a little while.  He was conflicted about leaving the shield down, but if he wanted to be able to return to Meta, he’d have to.  Hewitt had fixed it so nobody could jump through the shield regardless of their Gatekeeper status.  And, thank goodness, people from sub sims couldn’t jump through the way Iris had long ago.  Of course, Taven wasn’t sure if back then the Gatekeepers had the shield up or just the security system running that would alert them to incoming trespassers.  He imagined it had been the latter; you don’t see the biggest predators in the wild having trouble sleeping at night.  And the Gatekeepers, having banished Eleazar to the sub sim worlds had probably forgotten all about him or his seemingly inconsequential empire. 
 
    Taven gazed upon the floating book, its page showing him more details than he needed.  He raised his helmet and lifted his oversized finger to the tile with Amy’s frequency.  As he began to dematerialize, he wondered if this was the last time he’d see Meta. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
    TAVEN APPEARED ON the floor of the great basin, that cavernous room of crystalline white where he’d battled Eleazar in the air.  Like before, it was covered with Seeker soldiers, jumpers, and what appeared to be heavily armored vehicles on standby.   
 
    He pulled down the high-pitched hum, creating a wide temporal field, and began using his shoulder cannon to wreak havoc on the frozen, defenseless soldiers nearby. 
 
    Like before, those who didn’t explode upon impact, bounced around the room like bowling pins.  He switched to his telekinetic powers and grabbed two jumpers, one with each hand’s extended grasp, and threw them skyward toward each other.  He meant to crack them like eggs overhead, but he misjudged, and they sailed past each other, smashing into the white canyon walls.   
 
    “That’ll work,” he said, unbothered.   
 
    He looked back into the long tunnel from where the Seeker army seemed to originate.  He imagined the procession went on for miles and miles, that it had multiple starting points all over this sim’s globe.  Seekers probably jumped here from hundreds or thousands of different sims, and got in line to come here, killer lambs to the slaughter.   
 
    Taven reached his telekinetic hands far back into the tunnel.  He glimpsed a bright pinhole of light that he guessed was sun shining from outside the palace.  He grabbed one of the large vehicles and dragged it impossibly fast through the tunnel, rolling over thousands of frozen troops. 
 
    When it had reached the main chamber, Taven hurled the vehicle toward the large ring in the center of the room, the one he’d unwittingly fallen through to Earth the last time he’d been here.  His aim still off, he missed the ring, and the vehicle smashed against the far wall, creating a satisfying fireball. 
 
    “That’s quite enough,” a familiar voice said.   
 
    Her voice boomed in the large room, and it was temporarily difficult for Taven to locate her.  After a couple of frantic seconds, he found her solitary figure on the rail-free balcony above.  She wore an elaborate crimson dress that the Amy he knew would never have worn. 
 
    She didn’t seem to be fighting him yet; he felt no strain against the temporal field he created, and he understood that she was creating her own just around herself. 
 
    Still in his mech suit, Taven rose, using his telekinetic power to lift himself off the ground.  His and Amy’s eyes were fixed on each other as he flew closer.  He landed several paces away from her on the balcony.  He was watching to see if her eyes would glow green.  He didn’t know what she was watching for. 
 
      “You came back,” she said, her voice no longer booming. 
 
    “You thought I’d just give up on you?” 
 
    She didn’t respond at first, and he hoped his words were reaching her.   
 
    “You know, she showed me things,” Amy said finally. 
 
    “You can’t trust anything Cat says,” he answered.  “Whatever you saw, I wouldn’t believe it.” 
 
    “She showed me the two of you kissing.  She showed me the way you looked at her when she was Ferah.  Was that all a lie?” 
 
    Taven’s heart raced.  “It wasn’t like that,” he said quickly.  “You don’t know what it was like there.” 
 
    “But it happened,” she insisted.   
 
    “I rejected her.  I told her that I was with you, and that was why she did this to me,” he said, opening his helmet so she could see his face.  “That’s why she overwrote her code onto me.  It was to trick the Gatekeepers, to take down Meta, and get me killed.” 
 
    “That’s your interpretation,” Amy said, unconvinced.  
 
    “It’s the truth,” he pleaded. 
 
    “Truth,” she pronounced slowly.  “There’s that word again.  What makes you the arbiter of such things?” 
 
    Her words didn’t sound like her own, and Taven believed she’d been poisoned, first by Eleazar, then by the time she spent fused with Cat. 
 
    “The truth doesn’t need our interpretation,” Taven said.  “It just is.” 
 
    “Alright then,” she started.  Like a teacher in front of a class, she put her hands behind her back and slowly paced across the balcony.  It was a move Taven had seen Eleazar make, and he hated it.  “To which truth are you referring?” she directed. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he begged. 
 
    “Well, obviously you are focusing on different truths than I am,” she said.  “Take your time with Cat, for example.  I point out the truth about your interactions with her, and you point out other truths, those that suit you, that make you the hero of your own little story.  Do you deny it?” 
 
    “I pointed out the truths that matter,” he said.  “If you only focus on what she told you, then you’re only seeing half of the truth.  I gave you the rest of the story.” 
 
    “Oh really?  Well how about all those people you left to die aboard the Hudson?  Is that half of the truth?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, not believing his ears.  “I tried to save them.  They wouldn’t listen.  That’s Cat’s doing, there.” 
 
    “What about Isham?” 
 
    “He died saving me from Seekers.” 
 
    “And Mack?” 
 
    “He was stopping Cat from destroying the Sim-Verse!” 
 
    “And how about Kairos?  You saw it burn and did nothing to stop it.” 
 
    “How’d you—”  He couldn’t remember telling her about what Mother had shown him.  “I did try to stop it.  Not only did Eleazar destroy Kairos, he burned earth and took away my family.  How are you not seeing this?” 
 
    “I see what matters,” she replied.  “The end result.  Talking about intentions is just a rationalization.  It’s manipulation of people’s perception, how you’d like them to think of you, and how things would have turned out if it had been up to you.  But it was up to you, Taven.  All of this was.  And look where we are.  You’re the common link in all of it.” 
 
    “No!” he said, shaking his mech suit’s fist in anger.  “None of that’s right.  Cat and Eleazar did all of this, and you’re taking their side.  What about Evelynn?  Are you going to blame me for her death too?” 
 
    “Partly, yes.”   
 
    Incensed he slammed his mech suit’s helmet shut.   
 
    “How dare you!” he screamed, his voice distorting through the suit’s speaker.  
 
    “Oh, you don’t get it your way and what, you’re going to try to kill me now?” 
 
    “Look, I came here to give you another chance,” he said.  “There’s a regenerative well in Meta.  It’s designed to bring people back to life.  We can have our little girl with us again.  It doesn’t have to end like this.” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” she said plainly. 
 
    “No, that’s what I’m telling you.  It doesn’t have to be that way.  We can change things.  We can change ourselves.” 
 
    “But we can’t change the past,” she insisted.  “All we can do is make our tomorrow.  And the only tomorrow worth living is one with justice in it.” 
 
    “And that means destroying the Sim-Verse?” 
 
    “If the Makers won’t make things right, yes.” 
 
    “If you want to stomp all over Evelynn’s grave, that’s your choice,” he said.  “But I’m not going to pretend like she didn’t matter.” 
 
    “Didn’t matter?  I’m the one pursuing a future that makes her death mean something,” she argued, “one which points the finger in the faces of those who deserve to be judged.” 
 
    “You can blame me all you want, but I know the truth,” he countered.  “And I’m not going to let you make things any worse.”   
 
    “There’s that word again,” she said.  “Let me tell you the truth.  If you can’t handle the blame, then place it where it ultimately belongs.” She stretched out her hands.  “The Makers made all of this possible.  They set it up in the beginning.  We’re all destined for failure, Taven.  Pain, loss, death—it waits for us all, and it’s all because of them.” She pointed her hand toward the sky. 
 
    “And what are you going to do about it,” he scoffed, “make it ten times worse?” 
 
    “We’ve been here before,” she said.  “All we’re doing now is wasting precious time.  You’re obviously not going to change.  If you’re not with me, you’re against me.  If I can’t go around you, I’ll just go right through you.” 
 
    Before he could respond, she stretched out both hands toward him, and sent him sailing across the room.  His heavy mech suit smacked against the far wall, and his helmet cracked like an egg.  As he fell, his head rang like it was inside a bell tower at noon.   
 
    Just before reaching the ground, Taven regained his presence of mind.  His mech suit feet shot off their propulsion jets, softening his landing.  He lowered his broken helmet and jumped toward the balcony, but before he was halfway there, he saw Amy leap off. 
 
    They rushed through the air toward one another, each raising a single fist.  Before skin met metal, their telekinetic fields impacted each other’s.  They both froze for a second, an unstoppable force meeting an unmovable object.  Then a sonic boom rang out, and they flew the speed of sound in opposite directions. 
 
    They both landed on their feet and instantly ran toward each other.  They met beside the large horizontal ring on the ground, its reflective glow blindingly bright.   
 
    The colliding Gatekeepers exchanged telekinetic blows, their punches several feet away from their opponent’s body.  Each blow pushed the other back.  But Taven stood stronger, his mech suit giving him an advantage.  He decided to use his leverage and ramped up his combination punches.  They came faster and faster until they were quicker than a boxing champ’s, blurring into a windmill of metal fists. 
 
    Amy was no longer being pushed back.  Instead, she crouched, absorbing the blows.  She was a wilting flower, her dress spreading outward on the ground as his punches pressed down upon her. 
 
    Suddenly, she gave out, collapsing entirely.  Her eyes were closed.   
 
    Taven knew he had her.  He grabbed her with one metal hand around her waist.  Her arms and hands were restrained within his grasp.  Then, as he started to extinguish his sleeping bride’s life, Amy opened her eyes.   
 
    For a split second, she looked like her old self, like she’d awakened from a dream and had forgotten everything she’d become. 
 
    “Do it,” she growled, the hatred returning to her face.   
 
    Taven’s oversized free hand lowered over Amy’s face, and he braced himself for one last sacrifice.  This was it; this was the end. If he destroyed her now, it would all be over.  He could bring her back to life like he would do with Evelynn, and she’d be her old self instead of the monster she’d turned into.  And if that didn’t work, he could return to Ferah and use the construct’s mirror to forget all of this. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw motion.  The sim still frozen, it distracted him.  He turned to see his reflection in the horizontal disk. Standing there, holding his soon to be lifeless bride, Taven immediately remembered what he’d witnessed in the temple construct’s water troughs.  Taven looked just like Eleazar killing his wife.  And he could hear the blind man’s indictment, how Taven would become the monster he wished to slay. 
 
    “No,” Taven uttered.  He released his grasp of Amy, and she fell to the ground. 
 
    He stepped back, shocked at the depths of his own depravity.  How was it winning if he had to destroy everything first? 
 
    “You think you’ll get away with this?” Amy shrieked.   
 
    She tried to stand, but her legs must have been injured, because she collapsed back to the ground, howling in rage.    
 
    Still shocked, Taven said, “I loved you.” 
 
    “You never loved me.  You only loved yourself,” she yelled, trying again to rise.  She fell to her knees, saying, “All that’s real, all that’s true is the pain I now feel.  And that’s what I will bring to you.” 
 
    She was badly hurt, but she didn’t seem to notice.  Her focus was on killing Taven.  She scrambled toward him, and he stepped back, easily outpacing her advance. 
 
    Then, not knowing what to do, Taven turned and made a portal back to Meta. 
 
    “Run, you coward,” she said, still crawling after him. 
 
    Taven looked at Amy one last time and left without saying another word. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
    TAVEN CAME THROUGH the portal, back in Meta’s library, but he hardly recognized it.  The lights were down so low he could barely see across the room, and there were Seeker jumpers everywhere, like barnacles covering an ocean reef.  These were the jumpers that hadn’t been sent back yet, which meant an untold number of Seeker soldiers were inside the city.  Where had they come from?  They couldn’t have come from Amy’s sim, because it had been frozen the whole time he’d been there.   
 
    Before Taven could figure it out, a Seeker opened fire on him, hitting his mech suit’s chest plate.  With his helmet down, Taven had been lucky the shot hadn’t been higher.  But that didn’t matter to him.  He wasn’t scared.  Sudden death would be a welcomed end to this nightmare. 
 
    Taven returned fire, his shoulder cannon automatically aiming and quickly dispatching his target.  The Seeker fell but was replaced by a myriad of soldiers flooding out of the halls. 
 
    Taven knew he couldn’t just stand there; one of them was sure to get a head shot.   
 
    He rushed the closest soldier, raising his left hand.  It had a forearm attachment, though he didn’t know what it did.  Simultaneously, Taven’s shoulder cannon aimed and opened fire without his conscious control.  It was merely responding to his desire to mow down the masses. 
 
    His arm attachment engaged, creating what resembled a knight’s javelin.  Taven rammed the closest Seeker, piercing the crying soldier like a kabob.   
 
    Then he rammed the next and the next and the next Seeker, pinning each against the prior, until he’d fully loaded his spear with flailing bodies.   
 
    He charged toward a column of Seekers, then threw on the brakes.  The pinned soldiers slid off his spear and flew through the air, impacting the oncoming Seekers.  The whole mass of assailants ended up broken and dying against a bookshelf wall.   
 
    Taven took potshots at the remaining Seekers.  From this distance, they had little chance of hitting him, but his shoulder cannon with its superior aim efficiently dispatched them one by one.     
 
    After his shoulder cannon stopped firing, it retracted, indicating there were no more targets.   
 
    Just then, Taven heard an uncharacteristic battle cry come from a hall to his right.  A lone surviving Seeker charged him.   
 
    Taven attempted to use his spear which, much to his surprise, detached from his forearm and shot out like an arrow, pinning the Seeker through the heart. 
 
    There were flashes of light.  Taven turned to see jumpers leave, their auto return sequence kicking in.  He knew it would only be seconds before he was surrounded by more soldiers.   
 
    Quickly, Taven spoke.  “Computer, raise security shields.”   
 
    Only seconds later, there was a loud thud, then another, then a cacophonous pounding as, no doubt, dozens of jumpers smashed into Meta’s shield. 
 
    What do I do now?  That was the question.  Taven had retreated here when he realized he couldn’t bring himself to kill Amy.  But Meta was in worse shape now than when he’d left it.   
 
    His mind reeled from the magnitude of his situation, and he felt himself creep away, wishing for an easy answer.  He thought of Ferah, the relative nature of time inside the constructs, and the idea that he could bring Evelynn back and use the mirror to forget everyone and everything that had been before.  Even with what little time remained here in the city, he might be able to live multiple lifetimes inside the constructs.  That would be fair, wouldn’t it?  That would be enough. 
 
    Suddenly, Taven snapped out of his ruminations.  It was strangely quiet; the jumper thuds had ceased. 
 
    “Well, that’s better,” he said to no one.   
 
    But as soon as he’d said it, he saw the lights grow even dimmer, and part of Meta’s library shut off completely.  They’re taking out more Dyson spheres, he decided, which meant time was short and getting shorter.   
 
    He opened a portal  and stepped through to the only place left in the Sim-Verse he still wanted to visit. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
    TAVEN STOOD IN the middle of the street outside of the skyscraper.  He hoped he was at the right building—this was where his memory took him—because all the buildings in this administrative complex looked identical. 
 
    He felt nervous for the first time in forever, thinking of who he might see inside.  As he made his way to the door, it opened before he’d reached it. 
 
    “You’re back,” Ferah said, coming out to greet him. 
 
    “Yeah.  Got some unfinished business,” he said, trying not to get distracted by her.   
 
    She placed her hand on his chest when he got near her, but he brushed past her.  “Did I do something to upset you?” she asked. 
 
    “You read minds, don’t you?  So why all the small talk?”  He entered the building whose interior turned into a rocky tunnel just as he’d remembered.  He kept reminding himself, Ferah wasn’t real.  She was there to help him get what he wanted, and that was all.  If she distracted him, turned him toward his baser desires, it was his fault, not hers.  Either way, she couldn’t get her feelings hurt, and there was no point pretending otherwise. 
 
    “Help me with the regenerative well,” he told her, marching through the tunnel.   
 
    He heard her footsteps behind him.  When they’d made it to the waterfall, he rushed to the water’s edge and peered down. 
 
    “What do I do to bring Evelynn back?” he asked. 
 
    Ferah caught up with him and gave him a concerned look.  “You’re sure you want to do that?” 
 
    The fact that she was asking—since she knew his inner most thoughts—must mean he wasn’t certain himself.   
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s just that…well, are you sure you want to bring a life into existence?”  
 
    Taven hadn’t thought of it that way before.  He was just bringing back his little girl, righting something wrong in the Sim-Verse.  But Ferah—or some part of himself—had a point;  what good was there in bringing Evelynn back to this place, to such a messed-up world?  How would Taven explain what Amy had done to her?   
 
    “If I can forget in the mirror, so could she.  Right?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s possible,” Ferah said.  “But she’ll remember everything at first.  Is that what you want?” 
 
    Taven stared into the water another moment, then said, “Evelynn was something right in the world.  If I can save her—even if it’s a pretense and we’ll live fake lives in a fake construct and forget everything—she’s a part of the Sim-Verse that deserves to live on, for as long as she can.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ferah said, turning to the water.  “Just imagine her the same way you picture a place when you’re creating a portal.” 
 
    Taven closed his eyes and started remembering his little girl. 
 
    “No, keep your eyes open,” Ferah said.  “See Evelynn in the water.” 
 
    Though he didn’t totally understand, he obeyed, looking deep into the pool.  The mist on its surface parted, and the water seemed to turn darker, deeper.  Then, as he continued remembering Evelynn, bubbles began to rise. 
 
    “That’s it,” Ferah said, “keep going.” 
 
    Taven did, and a moment later he saw a silhouette deep in the water.  “There she is,” Taven said, excited.   
 
    Ferah shooshed him.  “Concentrate,” she warned.   
 
    Filled with new enthusiasm, Taven had no trouble doing that.  For once in a long time, he was about to make things better; he was about to save a life instead of taking one. 
 
    Evelynn’s shape was closer now, only a few feet below the surface.  But Taven couldn’t see her face, only her outline.  Though he tried his hardest, her body was no longer rising. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Ferah said. 
 
    “I’m concentrating,” Taven swore. 
 
    “That’s not it,” she said.  “It’s the construct.  The…”  She waited, like she was receiving intel via a comm in her ear.  “The energy supply is unstable.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Taven begged.   
 
    Just then, before she could answer, Taven’s surroundings flashed.  For a split second, he was standing back in Meta’s library, then on his back surrounded by white light, then back at the well with Ferah.  It had all happened in a second, like the wrong frames in a film.   
 
    “I’m sorry, Taven,” Ferah said genuinely.  “I don’t think you’re going to be able to…” 
 
    She stopped and looked at Taven with alarm on her face.  Taven didn’t take his eyes off of Evelynn.  He tried his hardest to bring her up, but instead her silhouette descended deeper and deeper into the abyss. 
 
    More flashes.   
 
    When Taven came back, he slammed his hands against the rocks beside the well.   
 
    “Blast it, she’s gone.”   
 
    When he turned to face Ferah, she was gone, too.  Then the sound of the waterfall ceased, despite the water continuing to drop.  Seconds later, all of Taven’s surroundings went black, and he knew it was over. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
    TAVEN WAS ALONE in the dark for the longest time.  He wasn’t sure where he was, and when he finally saw lights, he didn’t know if they were real or just his imagination.  Like a disembodied spirit, he pressed toward them one step at a time.  He’d been lost in a sea of self-pity; gone was his chance of seeing his kid again, and the energy to Meta had become so weak not even the constructs were stable.  His I’ll-run-and-hide-with-Ferah back-up plan wasn’t even viable now. 
 
    The faint amber light was barely bright enough for Taven to recognize Meta’s library when he stepped into it.  But a blinking red light in the distance caught his eye.  In a flash, he understood where he was and what he must do next. 
 
    Taven rushed to the light and peeled back the pile of dead Seekers that were stacked on top of the inter-sim comm.   
 
    “Hello” he said, out of breath.  “Can anyone hear me?” 
 
    “Taven Smith, you are alive,” Kenna answered. 
 
    “If you can call it that.” 
 
    “You are hurt?” 
 
    Taven didn’t want to explain.  “What about you?” he said. 
 
    “I have lost contact with Dr. Hewitt,” she replied.  “Shortly after we parted ways, he informed me that the Queen had returned and was actively pursuing him from one sim to the next.  I fear the worst.” 
 
    Taven didn’t know what to say.  It was probably true, and there was nothing he could do about it.  He’d already tried to stop Amy, twice in fact.  The second time, he’d gotten the upper hand and could have ended all of this.  But he couldn’t pull the trigger.   
 
    “Taven Smith,” Kenna said with fresh concern in her voice.   
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “They have returned,” she said.  “More ships.  And I fear—yes, that appears to be the Queen’s ship.  Taven, I must jump to—”  
 
    Kenna’s voice stopped abruptly.   
 
    “Are you there?” Taven asked.   
 
    No answer.  He looked at the inter-sim comm.  It appeared to be functioning properly, and he knew in his heart what had happened: Amy had rolled over Kenna with a temporal field.   
 
    Now it was all over.  Without external resistance, the Seekers would destroy the last of the Dyson spheres, Meta would go completely dark along with its security shield, and the Seekers would resume searching for the city’s frequency and find it. 
 
    Taven dropped the comm to the floor.  It echoed loudly in the otherwise silent library.  He was alone, lost, and beaten.  He wished he could just end things here and now, forget he’d ever lived.  Wishing—that was all that was left for him.   
 
    He thought of Eleazar, how delighted the old man would be to see Taven like this.  The blind Gatekeeper had won.  He’d paid the price for justice, as he’d put it, laying down his life to set the ultimate trap for Taven.  Though Eleazar wouldn’t be here to see it, his forces would soon overwhelm Meta and find a way to contact the Makers.   
 
    Then again, maybe Eleazar would be here to see it.  Maybe he trusted Amy to bring him back with the regenerative well once Meta was conquered and its systems brought back online.   
 
    Taven shuddered at the idea of having to see Eleazar again.  And he didn’t know which thing repulsed him more, that or the pile of dead Seeker bodies next to him.  He’d be like one of them soon, either by his own hand or by his enemy’s.  Maybe he’d be lucky and catch a blaster shot before getting captured.  What would Amy do to him if he were captured? 
 
    Taven turned his back to the bodies.  When he did, he saw another light, brighter than the blinking red comm.  It was a hallway, fully illuminated, and he knew instantly where it led.  There was his last play, he realized.  His last dim hope. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
    “WELL, YOU’VE GOT my hands tied now, haven’t you?” Mother said.   
 
    She set her coffee down on the end table and stared at Taven as if she expected an explanation, like all of this was his fault.  She’d been complaining about how she could no longer see everything in the Sim-Verse now that the city was mostly dark. 
 
    “Can you help me or not?” Taven asked.   
 
    “I’ve told you that I need full power to answer all of your questions.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to answer questions about the rest of the Sim-Verse.  And you know that,” he pressed, believing she was still playing games. 
 
    “The Makers aren’t meant to be contacted,” she replied. 
 
    “You said they could be contacted if there were no other alternatives.  I’d say that’s about where we are now.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure,” she said, chuckling.  “You always are the melodramatic type.” 
 
    Just then the lights in Mother’s sitting room flickered, and for the first time ever, Taven saw a look of concern flash across her face.   
 
    “There’s little time left,” she said.  “This iteration is nearly complete.  I had hoped you would have made more out of it, but there’s always next time, I suppose.”   
 
    The way she said it sounded like she was thinking out loud, not communicating. 
 
    “What are you going on about?” he demanded.  “You’ve got to help me reach the Makers.  They can set things right.  They can make things go back like they were before I knew about the Sim-Verse.” 
 
    “You want to go back?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, it would be better than this.” 
 
    She looked at him another moment.  Then without warning, she grabbed her mug and threw hot coffee in Taven’s face. 
 
    The scalding brew caused searing pain, and he instinctively tried to stand up.  But when he did, he realized he was no longer in Mother’s sitting room.  
 
    “Do you remember this place?” Mother asked, her voice in his head. 
 
    “The mirror.  I’m in the bathroom in my…home.”   
 
    He didn’t like calling it that.  This was the place he’d first seen inside the Hudson construct and later inside Meta’s. 
 
    “Good, and what have you done here?” she said, reprovingly.   
 
    He started to smart off and give her the lewd details of using the toilet, but he knew time was short.   
 
    “This is where I’ve ended up every time I’ve died in a construct.” 
 
    “Yes, and what have you been asked to do.” 
 
    “Save or delete.” 
 
    “Which means?” she added hurriedly. 
 
    “To remember or forget.” 
 
    “Precisely.”   
 
    A second later, two new words appeared on the mirror: 
 
    REBOOT 
 
    Or 
 
    EXIT 
 
    “Now, you have a new choice,” she said.  “Well, it’s not exactly new.  You’ve been here hundreds of times, and you always make the same choice.  But…the choice is yours to make and yours alone.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Taven pleaded.  That was an understatement.  “Hundreds of times?  I couldn’t have been here more than a half-dozen.” 
 
    “That’s true, in a manner of speaking.  Those are the times you remember, from this iteration.” 
 
    Taven strained his mind.  Her words still didn’t register.   
 
    “You’re going to have to do better than that,” he said.  “What are you talking about, and what is this mirror asking me to decide between?” 
 
    He heard Mother exhale, long and slow.  Always impatient.   
 
    “We’ve been here hundreds of times, Taven.  And no matter how I break it to you, you resist.  You don’t want to know the truth.” 
 
    “That’s all I’m asking for,” he insisted. 
 
    “No, I’m telling you.  You don’t want it.  Otherwise, it would be easier than this.  Otherwise, you would pick a different choice.  But it’s always the same.  Always playing dumb, playing innocent, playing the victim.  Poor little Taven.” 
 
    Now it was Taven’s turn to exhale in frustration.  The two words remained in front of him on the mirror, but all he wanted to do was bash it with his fist.   
 
    There was another flicker of light, and for a split second, Taven saw his reflection shift, his scar returning across his face, before disappearing again.   
 
    “There,” he said.  “That was the truth.  I saw it.” 
 
    “The truth is ugly,” Mother said dryly.  “The truth is painful.  Here, I’ll say it plainly, because this iteration is clearly running out of time.  The entire Sim-Verse runs on something like a clock, ticking down to this moment over and over again.  You’ve played it out hundreds of times, each with small variations from the last, but always ending up the same way.  Here, with me, letting you start it over again.” 
 
    Taven shook his head.  “No, that’s impossible.” 
 
    “You’re okay with having limited immortality, slowing down time, telekinetic powers, and all that—but this is impossible?” she scoffed. 
 
    What she said sounded crazy.   
 
    “But I wouldn’t start it over,” he said.  “That’s why it’s impossible.  I wouldn’t choose to do it again and again.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” she said.  “To Reboot means to start the Sim-Verse all over again, to reset it to its former configuration.  Your memories of this and all prior iterations will be lost to you.  It’s a loop, a preset juncture in time where you can make another go at it.  Just think, Taven, life before the Hudson, before Cat, Eleazar, and me.” 
 
    “It was better then,” he admitted.  “But why start over again if—as you’ve said—I’m just going to end up here again.”   
 
    “Ah, that’s the question, isn’t it?  No one knows the future.  Not really.  There’s always a chance it could turn out differently.” 
 
    “You seem to know the future.  It’s your job.” 
 
    “It’s my job to predict it, using the Sim-Verse’s data.  When I have all available resources at my disposal, my level of accuracy is extraordinarily high.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But there’s always a chance,” she said. 
 
    Another flicker.   
 
    “Time is running out, Taven.  You must pick…now.” 
 
    “What happens if I Exit the Sim-Verse?  How’s that even possible?  Base reality isn’t a simulation, is it?  How would I even exist there?” 
 
    “How isn’t important,” she said.  “The real question is whether you would even want to leave the Sim-Verse.  I believe your track record makes it abundantly clear that you don’t.”   
 
    He heard her words, but it was as if someone was slowly turning down the volume. 
 
    “But can the Makers change things?  If I go to them, can they make things right again?” 
 
    “Exiting the Sim-Verse is a one-way trip, Taven.  You can never come back here again.  There will be no new iterations.  If you Exit, you will come face to face with the only…”   
 
    “Mother!” Taven yelled.   
 
    He could still hear a faint whisper of her voice, the upper crests of the audible range.  But he could no longer make out her words.  Then she was gone completely, and he was left alone in front of the mirror. 
 
    “What was she saying?” he thought out loud.   
 
    Who or what would he come face to face with if he Exited?  The Makers?  That’s what he had expected her to say.  That’s who Eleazar and Amy were seeking.  But from what Mother had said, this iteration, as she called it, was Taven’s story alone.  Only he got to this point.  So he wasn’t sure if his enemies were right about the possibility of reaching the Makers.  Clearly someone or something had made this nightmare he’d been living over and over.  But how could he know if the Makers, if he reached them, would change things? 
 
    Maybe he really was just ones and zeros in the machine, someone’s endless plaything.  Maybe they enjoyed watching him live out this drama again and again.  Or maybe there was a base reality that needed to extract information.  Maybe there was a real Taven Smith outside the Sim-Verse, one of flesh and bone.  Maybe he’d lived through most of the same story and needed to find a way to change his world, so he invented the Sim-Verse computer and began running repeated iterations, hoping that simulated Taven—possessing all of his attributes, including free will—would eventually figure out a solution. 
 
    Taven was guessing, grasping at straws.  He gripped the sink, holding onto it like he was in an earthquake.  He looked down at the empty basin, the drain hole and remembered the last time he’d been here.  Mack had shot him and had told him it had to hurt and that he’d thank him later. 
 
    “None of that makes sense,” Taven said, as if to Mack. 
 
    That’s because none of that was real, a voice in Taven’s head answered.  It wasn’t Mother’s or Mack’s.  It was Taven’s own chattering mind, conflicted and tortured by this crossroads. 
 
    “Why would the pain matter?” he asked himself.   
 
    No answer came right away, but he thought of all he’d lost—his wife, child, and their future together.  That was real pain.   
 
    “Why?” he asked again. 
 
    No answer.  And he raised his hand to the mirror.  Like a magnet, Reboot drew his finger toward it.  Mother had said this was the only choice he’d ever made.  And he craved for this to all end, to forget it all and—at least for a moment—for things to go back to normal. 
 
    He imagined that his mind, if it was just a computer, was short-circuiting, casting sparks.  A thousand competing thoughts came forward as his finger slowly drew closer to Reboot. 
 
    His surroundings, the features of the bathroom, were fading away.  They were turning a translucent white like a parley, the Gatekeeper meeting place essentially outside of time and space. 
 
    Those people in the constructs, he thought,  they’d all forgotten their past.  They’d lost their pain, but they’d lost their identities, too. 
 
    His reflection in the mirror faded away like the rest of the room.  All that was left were his two choices. 
 
    If I start the Sim-Verse over again, this iteration won’t matter.  None of the iterations—the ones I can’t remember—will matter.  It would all be for nothing. 
 
    His fingers were nearly there; he could feel the static electricity pop between him and the Reboot tile. 
 
     Whatever I am, however real I am, I know I once loved.  And that’s the truth, the only thing left in this world. 
 
    At the last moment, his hand jerked down, and he pressed EXIT. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 43 
 
    IT WAS LIKE when he’d been inside the construct with Ferah and it had faded to black, except now Taven was enveloped in white.  He didn’t know if he’d made his choice in time.  What if this was how it all ended? he thought.  Maybe the Sim-Verse had run out of time, and his selection was in vain, and now this was all that was left of his mind, sputtering away into nothingness. 
 
    But soon he felt something.  He still couldn’t see anything but white, but his body was there.  He felt like he was floating and that there were dozens of cold flaccid tentacles touching him.  They flapped against him as if he’d had been carried to the depths of the sea by a squid who’d finally loosened its grasp. 
 
    Suddenly, the white light before him grew darker.  He saw movement, and then he heard a thud and click, followed by the sound of something rolling. 
 
    “There you are,” said a faint voice.   
 
    It was from the dark shadow in front of him which was becoming clearer. 
 
    “Can you hear me, Boss?” came the voice again. 
 
    “Mack?”   
 
    Taven shook his head and strained to see.  The silhouette suddenly snapped into focus, and he glimpsed Mack staring back at him. 
 
    “Atta boy, Boss man,” Mack said, grinning.   
 
    “Let’s get him out of there,” Ferah said, stepping into view.   
 
    Taven’s heart raced.  Could this really be what he thought it was? 
 
    His two friends placed their hands on him, and it was only then that he realized he was horizontal, floating weightlessly.  First, they pulled wires and electrodes from his body.  The adhesive stung as they ripped off the wires, but he didn’t care.  He couldn’t help but smile as they then pulled him up and out of the torpedo shaped tube, the glass coffin he’d been residing in. 
 
    Taven flailed his arms for a second, overcome by a sudden sense of vertigo.  But they helped him, pulling his feet down and turning on his pseudo gravity boots.  The magnetism pulled his feet down the remaining couple of inches until his boots clicked against the metal deck. 
 
    “There you go, Boss.  You okay?” Mack checked. 
 
    Still smiling, Taven said.  “I think so.  What time is it?” 
 
    Ferah began pressing her medic gear against Taven’s body, first his chest, then his back.  She shined a penlight into his eyes.  Ordinarily, he’d have been annoyed, but he was ecstatic.  This passing moment felt more and more…real. 
 
    Mack pointed at the clock on the wall.  It meant nothing to Taven.   
 
    “How long was I gone?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Gone?” Mack repeated. 
 
    “You were unconscious for about five minutes,” Ferah told him.  “I’m sorry.  We tried everything we could to integrate your consciousness into the construct.  But—” 
 
    “What do you mean tried?” Taven demanded. 
 
    “Well,” Ferah said, frowning, “the brain scans showed little activity.  You were unconscious, and we assumed the merger...” 
 
    Taven’s awe-struck expression made Ferah stop. 
 
    “So you were inside the construct?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, I was,” he answered.  Then he placed his hands on both of their shoulders and said, “And so were you.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 44 
 
    THE WAY BACK to the St. George was a fretful one for everyone except Taven.  Mack and Ferah had nothing but questions for him and were troubled by his answers.  Ordinarily, their probing would be irritating, but it was nothing compared to what Taven had just experienced inside the Hudson construct.  Now, he felt like he was walking on air, and that was without any Gatekeeper abilities. 
 
    He had checked for those right away.  They were all gone, and he looked in Mack’s canteen at his reflection the same way he’d remembered doing the first time he’d thought he’d come out of the Hudson construct.  His scar was clear as day even in the matte finished metal.   
 
    Everything seemed back to normal, back to the real world he’d inhabited before.  Everything except his lingering doubts about the nature of reality.  How could he be sure this was real? 
 
    He’d been fooled once, after all.  The first time he’d exited the Hudson—the first time he thought he’d exited—he had been sent home by Cat.  Then he’d learned that his world had never been real, that everything was one giant simulation, worlds inside worlds inside worlds.  But now, he believed, he had been inside the Hudson construct all that time, that everything he’d experienced had in some way been the product of his own imagination and his conscious and unconscious fears and desires. 
 
    Had he any proof?  Well, he was still collecting evidence.  But so far, everything indicated that he was free from the Sim-Verse.  Cat had once told him that he couldn’t come back into the Hudson construct once he left, and later Mother had said the same thing about Exiting the Sim-Verse.  They had both been telling him the truth to a certain extent.  But what seemed most true now was what Mother had told him near the end: the choice to leave was his and his alone.  Only when he clung to the truth and the ones he’d loved regardless of the consequences did the construct spit him out like Jonah from the whale. 
 
    Mack and Ferah disagreed with Taven’s explanation of what happened.  They said they’d been trying everything to get him out.  His brain scans never showed that he’d merged into the construct.  But the drug induced coma he experienced inside the hibernation tube had nearly cost him his life.   
 
    Mack said they’d even tried pain stimulus to try to wake him.  Maybe, Taven thought, that was why Mack inside the construct had shot Taven and said it had to hurt.  Maybe Taven had even heard Mack and Ferah talking to him from the outside world.   
 
    But then again, Taven believed there was another reason he needed to hold onto the pain.  It was real, just like it was on the outside of the construct.  And if he rejected it, it was the same as rejecting reality, rejecting life.  Life and suffering in this world were inextricably bound to each other.  But life could be beautiful, especially now. 
 
    Life was not, however, pretty for the one person they’d pulled out of the Hudson construct by force.  Taven had almost forgotten the poor woman.  They’d awakened her before Taven had entered the hibernation tube, and she’d snapped when she understood what they’d done.  Like Taven, she could never go back into the construct.  But unlike Taven, she’d never wanted to leave, and her extraction pushed her past the brink of insanity.   
 
    Reality, this world, had to be voluntarily accepted.  It had to be chosen.  For the Hudsonite woman, the construct’s fantasy world—whether a life of freedom and bliss like Taven had been tempted by or a punishing nightmare like the one he’d lived through—was her choice.  No one could make it for her.  Unless she came to the same decision as Taven had—he didn’t know if it had taken him five minutes or five months to make it—she would be forever lost. 
 
    And that’s exactly what Taven had to explain to Mack and Ferah who protested leaving the Hudson, which was still on a collision course with Jupiter.  They thought they owed it to the people inside to try again, but Taven told them that if the Hudsonites didn’t want to wake up, no one could wake them.  It was a hard-won argument, and Taven ultimately had to just pull rank and let Mack and Ferah grumble.  But he knew he was right.  Meyer Corp might see it differently once they got back home.  But that, too, now seemed trivial. 
 
    Once aboard the St. George, Taven found himself experiencing de ja vu again and again.  He was repeating the same steps and saying the same words he had when he thought he’d exited the Hudson construct the first time.  Whenever he had the chance, Taven tried making different choices, altering the timeline.  But too often, he found himself repeating events from his first version of coming home, the memories rushing back after the fact.   
 
    Now in his private quarters, Taven looked at the blank vid screen.  He remembered that Amy had left a message for him, one that he’d not responded to yet—at least not in this reality.  Oh, how things had changed.  He turned on the vid recorder and spoke from his heart. 
 
    “Hey, Sweetie.  I’ve got good news.  We’ve got our payload now and should get a handsome early completion bonus when we get back home.  I think we should pull all the stops for our trip, make it really count.  I can’t wait to see you again.  I love you.” 
 
    Satisfied, he started to end the transmission, and then he remembered.  “Oh, and let’s bring Evelynn with us.  I don’t care if we need to hire a sitter for part of our trip.  We should all be together.”   
 
    He kissed his fingers and raised them to the recorder’s lens.  Then he ended the transmission.  The screen asked him if he wanted to Save or Transmit.   
 
    He smiled, glad he had these kinds of choices to make now instead of the grim ones inside the Hudson.  He selected Transmit.  The computer chirped, and the vid-screen went blank, indicating the message had been sent.  Taven lay back on his bed and closed his eyes.  For the first time in as long as he could remember, he was at peace with the world. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 45 
 
    “OKAY, BOSS.  SEE you on the other side,” Mack said.   
 
    They were aboard the Scrub Bucket, the disinfection station they had to clear before moving on to the Braun orbiter.  In ancient times, sailors quarantined themselves as a precaution, understanding that pathogens—though they didn’t call them that back then—took time to show up.  But now, astro-miners like Taven and Mack were able to fast track their return by going through this scrutinizing scrub-down. 
 
    Taven waved unenthusiastically as Mack went on into the next module.  This part of the sequence required individual body scans.  Taven was anxious about going next.  Here was the point in the first timeline when he’d been stopped, when the junk DNA—his Gatekeeper code—had been detected by the computer.  Things had been different this go around, and he kept telling himself not to worry, that he’d be fine. 
 
    The electronic bell binged, and he heard a distant Mack hoot and holler in celebration of finally being free.  Ordinarily, it would have made Taven smile, but his twisted nerves wouldn’t let him. 
 
    He stepped into the next module and heard the computer say, “Stand by for bio-scanning,” as the door behind him shut. 
 
    Taven held his breath.  He heard the whine of the whirling scanners running circles around him, and he could have sworn they were taking longer than normal. 
 
    Finally, the whirling scanners slowed, and the whining pitch descended, fading away entirely.  It reminded Taven of pulling down the high-pitched hum to create temporal fields inside the construct.  And it only then occurred to him that his tinnitus—what he’d learned was due to his Gatekeeper abilities—was completely gone. 
 
    “Scan complete,” the computer said.  “Pathogen levels…”   
 
    It paused, and Taven’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Zero.  Please exit module.” 
 
    Then there was a bing, and the doors opened, freeing Taven of both Meyer Corp’s decontamination sequence and his de ja vu. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
    AFTER SAYING HIS goodbyes to Mack and gathering all his belongings—there wasn’t much he had brought off the St. George—Taven headed to the space elevators where he’d be on his way down to Earth.  Mack had decided to stick around a while on the Braun orbiter.  His early completion bonus was burning a hole in his pocket, and he wanted to try to double it playing Baloot.  Taven could have sworn he’d never heard of the card game until his time on Kairos.   
 
    Taven hurried.  This part of his story had never happened before, and he was glad to finally be free from the mirrored version of his former exit of the construct.  He whipped around a corner and ran smack dab into someone. 
 
    Devices and papers went flying, and Taven bent down to pick up the mess, trying to make amends for his hastiness. 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” said the kind voice. 
 
    Taven looked up quickly.  “Dr. Hewitt?” he said, surprised to see him. 
 
    “Who?” the chubby scientist said, collecting the rest of his belongings. 
 
    Taven glanced down at his name plate and saw it said Roger Peterson, Ph. D.   
 
    “Oh, my mistake,” Taven said, standing back up.  “You look like someone I use to know.” 
 
    “Happens all the time,” the man replied jovially.   
 
    Then the doctor went on his way.  Taven stood and watched him leave.  He must have seen the scientist before all of this.  Hewitt was the name he’d given him inside the construct, but there went the real man.  He was a stranger, not the person Taven had come to know. 
 
    “Well blast it all,” Taven whispered, grinning.  Then he turned and resumed his hurried walk to the space elevators.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 46 
 
    TAVEN STEPPED ON the accelerator, and the cherry red Avenger Mark 6 pushed past the computer driven transports in the lanes next to them. 
 
    “Taven, we’ll get fined,” Amy said, sitting in the passenger seat.   
 
    The pleasure craft had its top down, and Taven loved the way it blew Amy’s hair.  Evelynn was in the back seat, and she let out a joyful, “Whee!” 
 
    “That’s what the insurance is for, isn’t it?” Taven said playfully.  
 
    “Yeah, but…”   
 
    Amy let it go, and he watched her out of the corner of his eye as she sat back in her seat and closed her eyes.  She was enjoying this as much as he was.   
 
    The rental car wasn’t cheap.  Getting something that could be driven manually as well as with auto-assist meant paying out the wazoo in insurance.  The expense wasn’t for the use of the vehicle; it was for the laws you were going to break.  Instead of a license to sin, this modern indulgence was a license to speed. 
 
    They drove beside the Rochers de Naye, the snow-capped mountains overlooking Montreux.  They reminded Taven of those he’d seen inside the construct.  They were those hills beyond the maple trees outside his house that he’d briefly fantasized about exploring with Ferah.  Then he recalled the luxurious house that he and Amy had lived in after he’d been promoted by Meyer Corp.  He had thought having their dream home would make things better between them, but it hadn’t.   
 
    There was a bing.  It repeated and grew louder.   
 
    Amy sat up stiffly, saying, “Taven, watch out.” 
 
    Taven’s eyes turned back to the road just as the computer took over and slammed the brakes, stopping them from running into the only other pleasure craft he’d seen today.   
 
    Everyone lunged forward against their safety harnesses.  Taven saw the driver, also in a convertible, gesture angrily before peeling off. 
 
    Taven took back manual control of the vehicle and zoomed after the other car.   
 
    “Taven, just let it go,” Amy said.  “We almost creamed that guy.” 
 
    “I’m not mad,” Taven promised.  And he wasn’t.  It was the driver that had caught his attention.  He—or she—had a bald head, and he could have sworn it was Kenna.  He knew it made no sense, but—like Dr. Hewitt—Taven hoped there was some person outside of the Hudson construct that represented his lost friend. 
 
    Evelynn let out another “Whee!” as they raced forward.  The driver up ahead was going fast, but after a few failed attempts, Taven found an opening in traffic and zoomed up beside them. 
 
    Taven glanced over, hoping to see Kenna.  But Amy’s head was in his way.   
 
    “Duck down or something,” he said. 
 
    He was surprised she didn’t argue with him.  As soon as she dropped down, Taven saw the bald man turn.  He had a mustache and was clearly not who Taven hoped he was. 
 
    Immediately, Taven took his foot off the accelerator and said, “Computer, drive.”   
 
    “What was that all about?” Amy questioned.   
 
    “I just thought I knew that guy,” Taven said, unbuckling his safety harness.  The car let out more bings, louder than when they’d almost rear-ended Kenna’s macho double.  Once he’d scooted to the middle seat next to Amy, Taven buckled back up, and the alarms stopped. 
 
    “Do you know how much your little seat change will cost us?” she asked. 
 
    “No, but the fines are worth it if I get to sit closer to you.” 
 
    Air exploded between her lips as she laughed at his terrible attempt at being romantic.   
 
    “Nice one,” she said.  
 
    He didn’t respond, and though she’d mocked him, he could tell she secretly loved the attention.  And he was glad to give it. 
 
    They were on their way back from Montreux to meet Amy’s friend Jamie and her husband.  Jamie wasn’t Taven’s favorite person, but that didn’t matter.  He was just happy to be here, back in his old skin, with a wife who wasn’t the Queen of the underworld or some such silliness.   
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Amy said after some time.  She took her sunglasses down and put her head on Taven’s shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.  What’d I do?” he teased. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, sitting back up.  She took his hand in hers and continued.  “Maybe you should quit astro-mining.” 
 
    He didn’t answer right away.  It almost felt like a trap.  Here she was saying the things that he used to say before they got into arguments, the very thing he’d told her the first time he’d left the Hudson Construct.   
 
    “Why do you say that?” he asked, cautiously. 
 
    “Because you hate it.  And because I don’t want you gone so long.  And because Evelynn needs her father.” 
 
    “But mining’s paying for this trip, for this ride.  What would I do?” 
 
    “You’d find something else,” she said, squeezing his hand. 
 
    Taven still wasn’t sure this was really happening.  This was exactly what he had once hoped for.  And now—when it wasn’t his idea—Amy was voluntarily suggesting he quit his old life and make something new with her. 
 
    “I’d like that,” he told her.  “You know, being up there,” he said, pointing to the sky, “away from you and Evelynn—I had a long time to think.”   
 
    He still hadn’t told her about the Hudson construct, and he wasn’t sure when he would.   
 
    “Amy, I’ve chased after a lot of things that weren’t important.  If I need to, I’ll keep going up there, if that’s what pays the bills and keeps us afloat.  But what time I have with you, I don’t want to waste.  I want to make it count from now on.” 
 
    This time, he could tell his words were being well received.   
 
    “We can’t change the past,” she started to say. 
 
    “All we can do is make our tomorrow,” he finished. 
 
    She sat up and gave him a puzzled look.   
 
    “You took the words right out of my mouth,” she said before leaning in for a long kiss. 
 
  
 
  
   
    THE END 
 
  
 
  
   
    AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
    February 2021 
 
      
 
    It was Christmas Eve, 2019.  I’d finished editing Rebel’s Rule (Sim-Verse: Book 3) that month and should have felt positive about the future.  But I didn’t.  I’d been burning the candle at both ends for too long, both in my writing career and the rest of my life.  The sacrifices didn’t seem to be paying off.   
 
    I played Santa Claus after my children went to bed, assembling toys and stuffing stockings.  Sitting on the couch afterwards, I simply couldn’t settle down.  My nerves were fried, and on this wonderful occasion I was feeling anything but the Christmas spirit.   
 
    This anxiety wasn’t totally unexpected.  I’d been dealing with it (or perhaps not dealing with it) for over a year.  For the most part, I’d simply pushed down and ignored the negative emotions.  I saw them not only as personal weaknesses but points of resistance; some part of me trying to sabotage my creative aspirations and my attempts to build a better life for me and my family.  And I perceived the nervous tension as my enemy rather than as a warning sign that I was going at life at an unsustainable pace. 
 
    Well, I finally fell to sleep, hoping I’d feel all better in the morning.  I was ruefully wrong.  At about two a.m., I awoke with the unmistakable urge to vomit.  I ran to the bathroom and did so.  From this point on, it was a downward spiral.  Every ten minutes or so, I vomited.  I was quickly getting into danger. 
 
    You see, I’d been here twice before in the previous three years, and none of the over-the-counter remedies had worked.  I hadn’t been able to stop heaving until seeking medical intervention.  The first time it happened, I thought it was a fluke.  The second time, I blamed it on stressful circumstances.  Now, it was happening again, and I dreaded what was coming.   
 
    After a couple hours of battling the urge to purge, my wife agreed we needed to go to the ER.  I was so dehydrated I could barely walk to the car.  My poor kiddos came with us.   
 
    The hospital put me in a bed and gave me their last clean blanket.  Still, I couldn’t stop shivering.  The cool room temperature and the cold fluids they were pumping into my veins made me shiver uncontrollably.     
 
    Despite being given anti-nausea medication, I continued to periodically dry heave.  My poor wife and kids watched me with sleepy eyes and worried faces as I lay there writhing.  It was one of the worst experiences of my life.  I remember thinking, it could be worse if someone was sawing my arm off, but otherwise, I couldn’t imagine being more miserable. 
 
    My perspective on life changed dramatically that night.  There was no room for pretense or self-delusion.  Though I can’t say I had perfect judgement either.  All day-to-day concerns had vanished.  All the things I had spent so much time working on and stressing over became inconsequential, not worth an iota of care.  Not my writing, not my work, not my friends, or extended family.  Nothing except for two entities mattered, and both were in the hospital room with me.  
 
    In the corner to my left were my wife and two children.  I loved them deeply and felt guilty for them having to be here.  I was ruining Christmas for my little girls (ages nine and six at the time).   
 
    In the corner to my right where a TV may or may not have been—I can’t remember—was God Almighty.  No, I wasn’t seeing into another realm.  I could not visibly glimpse God.  It might not even be right to say I sensed Him.  There were no warm and fuzzy feelings, no pure, bright light.  I didn’t feel loving intimations of the Divine as I have on other occasions.  But in the forefront of my mind, He was there.  And I contemplated my condition and position in relation to the Creator of the universe. 
 
    At this point, I’ll explain that I’m a church-going Christian.  I hope the content of my writing doesn’t make this too surprising.  I’m unashamed to call Jesus Savior and Lord.  But I also know you didn’t read a six-book sci-fi series with the hope of being thumped over the head with a Bible at the end.  There’s nothing more divisive than religion or politics, and I don’t want to alienate readers.  But to make sense of my story, and to make sense of how the second half of the Sim-Verse series came to be, I’ll have to delve into the topic.   
 
    Don’t worry.  You’re not going to read about some super Christian.  In fact, the words I was hearing in my head—I don’t know if they were audible or just thoughts—were anything but faithful.  I don’t even know if they were my thoughts.   
 
    I heard the counsel that was given to Job when he’d lost everything and was afflicted from head to toe with sores.  They told him to curse God and die.   
 
    I’ve often wondered what kind of advice that was.  Why would that make anything better for poor Job?  Wouldn’t he be meeting his Maker shortly after death?  Wouldn’t it have been better to suffer faithfully if you knew you were about to die?  It didn’t seem logical, let alone helpful. 
 
    Yet, those words were the exact ones I heard as I lay there waiting to find relief.  And I understood the temptation:  If God really is God, it means He is all-knowing and all-powerful.  Nothing that happens could happen if He didn’t allow it.  And the Judeo-Christian teaching is that God is all-good, that He is by His very nature incapable of evil.   
 
    That’s difficult to square, I’ll admit.  Especially so in the midst of acute suffering.   
 
    When I say God was there in the room, I mean that it seemed like there was an entity I was relating to directly, that occupied my thoughts and seemed just as real as my wife and children.  And those two entities were the only ones that existed in my world.  Nothing else mattered in the least bit.   
 
    I wish I could say that the reason I didn’t curse God was because of my love and devotion for Him.  Loving God and one’s neighbor are the top commandments for a Christian.  But in that moment, I was empty.  What kept me from uttering the hateful words was fear, a belief that God was real and that as miserable as I was, going against Him would make things even worse.   
 
    The doctors and nurses eventually gave me enough medicine that I went unconscious.  When I awoke, I was starting to mend.  And that’s been the case in the previous two incidents.  Not until I was able to fall asleep would the haywire loop in my brain short circuit.   
 
    After being told I probably had had a stomach virus, I was discharged and sent home early Christmas Day.  I was given medicine to continue to calm my digestive system as well as my core muscles that had strained so much during the episode.   
 
    My family celebrated Christmas as well as we could.  I took it very easy.  Unfortunately, I continued to feel nauseated even though I didn’t vomit again.  The nausea came in waves, and when I took some of the medicine, the impulse would subside.  Very quickly, my previous anxiety, which was general and non-specific, developed into a phobia about getting sick to my stomach and having to go back to the ER again and again. 
 
    I recovered a little bit after the holidays, but after I went back to my day job in January, things got worse.  My fear of getting sick again started to cause intense panic attacks, all of which manifested as nausea along with the classic sense of impending doom.   
 
    I discovered that I couldn’t write.  Just sitting down at my desk turned my stomach, and unlike the past year and a half, ignoring the sensation and pushing through was literally not an option.   
 
    Of course, I’d gained some perspective during that night in the ER.  My writing didn’t seem so important anymore; it certainly wasn’t worth all of the suffering, and I gave it up with the hope that maybe I’d be able to come back to it someday. 
 
    Unfortunately, the trend seemed to be going the other direction.  My attacks intensified.  Looking back, I’d say it was something like PTSD.  And the sights and sounds of my bedroom at night were triggers, restarting the rollercoaster ride that I couldn’t get off.   
 
    I prayed hard, and sometimes I found relief.  But not always.  My situation felt untenable; the idea of living the rest of my life this way seemed impossible.  Darkness wanted to swallow me whole. 
 
    I looked for a medical solution.  My doctor checked me out and gave me a prescription for an antacid.  I left his office with mixed emotions.  I knew there was little wrong with me physically.  It was all in my head.   
 
    Psychotherapy could work, but that would take time.  I was getting desperate and needed a way out now.   
 
    I searched the internet for a hypnotist, thinking that if hypnosis allowed people to stop smoking or not feel pain when poked by a needle, then surely it could help me flip the switch in my head and turn off the madness. 
 
    I came across someone who claimed to offer “complete healing.”  She had a slew of testimonials where people said she’d helped them recover from a host of ailments.  It sounds dumb now, and ordinarily I wouldn’t have been suckered, but she cited one of the progenitors of epigenetics, Bruce Lipton and his book The Biology of Belief.  I’d read it the previous year and was convinced of the profound impact our thoughts have on our physiology.  Lamarck’s theory of acquired traits—for example, that giraffes have long necks because their ancestors stretched theirs to reach leaves in tall trees—had been debunked long ago.  But the fledgling field of epigenetics has shown that our DNA is influenced by our environment in ways that proves Lamarck, at least partially, correct.  This, along with my desperation to get relief, was enough for me to overlook the red flags and trust this snake oil salesman.     
 
    We’ll call her Dr. V.  She took my money upfront, payment for four sessions.  She said if I did my part, that I’d be as well as I wanted to be.  That was an ongoing theme with her.  If I got better, she’d take the credit.  If I didn’t, it meant I wasn’t following her instructions or that I didn’t really want to be well. 
 
    At first she seemed kind and caring.  But after the first session, she became increasingly confrontational.  Each session, she would ask me a series of questions for which I’d have to rate myself, e.g. self-esteem, fear of vomiting, anxiety, etc.  Then she would put me under hypnosis after which she’d ask the same series of questions.  If I didn’t show improvements, or sufficient improvement, she’d suddenly become stern and demanding.  I remember once saying that I still felt a little bit anxious.  She responded, “Well, there’s a shadow behind every tree,” which was to say, you can always find something to be afraid of. 
 
    I actually did experience some relief from these meetings, at least temporarily.  After the first hypnosis session, she had me quit caffeine and several foods that she thought were problematic.  My back and joint pain were gone, and despite a substantial coffee addiction, I felt no headaches or withdrawal symptoms.   
 
    Dr. V had me repeat a set of affirmations non-stop for the next seventy-two hours, which I did.  During that time, I experienced little anxiety or fear of becoming ill.  Of course, I didn’t experience much of anything, because I was essentially brainwashing myself with this mantra.   
 
    When the three days were over, I decided to relax with my wife and enjoy an episode of the new Star Trek series Picard.  I was looking forward to a fun night watching Jean Luc.  Well, I didn’t make it fifteen minutes into the show before I had one of the worst panic attacks of my life.   The fearful pattern of thought had returned with a vengeance, three days-worth of darkness all at once.  It was like mental whiplash.     
 
    Somehow, I hobbled through the next few days and was doing better by my next session with Dr. V.  She put me in hypnosis again, and I felt relief afterwards.  But like before, within a couple days I experienced a major swing in the wrong direction.  It makes me think of that episode of Seinfeld where they shout “serenity now” to make all their problems go away.  Only their troubles don’t go away for good; they accumulate and come back all at once.   
 
    By the time I reached the final session, I was looking forward to never speaking with Dr. V again.  Despite assuring me that I wouldn’t have to change any of my religious beliefs for her “therapy” to help, she pushed a bunch of new age hooey on me while I was under hypnosis.  She talked about past lives, future traumas, and my father “on the other side.”  That was the last straw, because my father’s still alive!  I guess Dr. V wasn’t taking good notes during our first interview.   
 
    Finally, she asked me—still under hypnosis—to provide a date in the future when all of my troubles would be completely resolved.  She said that I would literally roll my head back and laugh in joy on this date, and that until then I would continue doing daily meditation and affirmations.  I quickly said June 15th, which was a little more than three months away. 
 
    After she brought me out of hypnosis for the last time, she wanted me to tell her about all of my symptoms, if they’d gone away.  For the most part, I did feel better.  But she wanted me to go on and on about it, and I realized she was trying to get me to give a video testimonial like many of those I’d seen on her website.  Her manner was highly coercive to say the least.  She finally agreed to let me email her my testimonial after I’d gotten my thoughts together, and that was the end of our communications. 
 
    This was in early March of 2020, and that same week my employer told us we were going to work remotely from home because of Covid-19.  I know the pandemic has, to varying degrees, been hard for all of us.  Many have paid a dear price.  But I have to confess, I was overjoyed by this news.  I felt such relief at being able to stay home and avoid the social interactions that evoked my anxiety.  As an introvert, social distancing is something I’d prepared for all my life.   
 
    By God’s grace, I improved a little at a time.  I drank gallons of lemon balm tea, the most therapeutic herb I’ve found for my specific condition.  I started jogging.  I spent a lot of time barefoot in the vegetable garden and made sure to get plenty of mid-day sun for its vitamin D.   
 
    I kept doing the meditations and affirmations.  But when June 15th came, I realized what I mostly knew all along.  Dr. V was a scam artist.  I still had more anxiety than I wanted, and I sure as heck wasn’t throwing my head back in joyous laughter.  But at least I was moving in the right direction.   
 
    Sometime back in March I felt well enough to start outlining the last three books of the Sim-Verse series.  And Dr. V became the inspiration for the character Mother.  I always knew where I wanted Taven to end up in the story, but I didn’t exactly know how he’d get there.  Mother turned out to be the missing piece of the puzzle.   
 
    I wrote book 4 in June, then books 5 and 6 in July.  My day job ramped back up in August, and I’ve been editing ever since.  Slowly, little by little, I’ve been regaining my mental health and confidence.   
 
    So what was it all about?  I still don’t know entirely.  But a couple things have become clear to me.   
 
    First, my little time in the underworld taught me something about the nature of evil.  In previous stories, my antagonists suffered from arrogance of the intellect.  They saw themselves as superior to the rest of the world, and when they didn’t receive the superior rewards they thought they deserved, they became twisted and conceited.  They took by force what they believed was rightfully theirs.   
 
    Cat has a bit of this in her, though she is no mad scientist.  Her corruption runs deeper, because she accepts a nihilistic view of the universe.  Since the entire Sim-Verse is a simulation, nothing is real.  And if nothing is real, there is no meaning, no right or wrong.  After she suffers loss as a Gatekeeper, she throws off her moral shackles and seeks the life she wants.  No cost is too great.  What does it matter if she destroys ones and zeros?   
 
    Of course, this viewpoint is found in our world as well.  Nihilism and moral relativism go hand in hand and are used to justify unspeakable crimes.   
 
    Our second villain, Eleazar, is an even greater menace.  The evil he engages in is altogether more terrifying than the nihilistic might-makes-right approach.  Eleazar has judged being itself.  He has declared the Sim-Verse, the substrate of all simulated life, to be evil.  The tragic suffering of its inhabitants is too great to justify its existence.  The Sim-Verse and its Makers are guilty and should be destroyed. 
 
    There is a kind of evil that people don’t want to understand.  We don’t want to “go there.”  It’s this path that serial killers, child molesters, etc. go down.  They aren’t just selfish and willing to hurt others to get what they want; these fallen individuals have judged life, being, God, existence to be wrong.  Every time they purposefully harm another person, they prove yet again that the universe shouldn’t be.     
 
    When I was in the ER and I heard the voice say, “Curse God and die,” I believe that’s the path that was beckoning to me.  Though not taken by many, it’s a path we’re all capable of traveling.  Given the right circumstances, sufficient suffering, we all can be tempted to lose faith in the structure of being itself. We can become twisted and bitter and vengeful.   
 
    Like Taven, I tried my best to survive and escape the harm that surrounded me.  Taven isn’t explicitly a religious person the way I am.  When he clung to truth and love, they were metaphysical concepts.  For me, truth and love have explicit representations in my Christian faith.  In the gospel of John, Jesus calls himself, “the way and the truth and the life,” and the first epistle of John boldly declares, “God is love.”  As far as I can tell, truth and love are the supreme Christian values.  More than attributes, they’re names of God.   
 
    So what about that problem of an all-knowing, all-good God who allows evil to abide?   We don’t get easy answers from the Bible, but we do get assurances.  The crucified and resurrected Christ provides atonement for sins.  That’s the gospel message.  But I think there’s additional meaning to be found there.  God’s willingness to enter Creation in order to face an agonizing death is a symbolic affirmation of both the necessity of and pity for human suffering.  In this world, death and suffering are inextricable parts of life.  But life, ultimately, is good as is God who made it.  After the cross came the resurrection.         
 
    In case you’re wondering, I’m doing better now.  I still have an occasional bout of nerves.  And I by no means feel like I’m “cured.”  They say time heals all wounds, but really time just helps us forget.   
 
    Standing here now with a life I’m glad to live, I wonder what advice I would give my former self.  Sure, it would have been nice to know with certainty that I was going to make it through, that in time I’d be happy again.  But I don’t think that would have eliminated all my trouble.  It’s also true that an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.  We reap what we sow, and I certainly should have been listening to the warning signs telling me I was pushing too hard for too long.  But the damage was done, so what then?   
 
    What I would say now is what I tried—very imperfectly, mind you—to do then: Hold onto love and truth.  Truth being that which does not depend on my opinion to exist.  Love being a desire only for the good of others and for oneself.  During the storm, the lies of fear clouded out both from view.  But by God’s grace, there were breaks in the clouds, and I could see the light from shore leading me home.   
 
    Well, there we are.  Thanks for sticking with me this long and for taking a chance on an indie author.  I hope the Sim-Verse saga was rewarding to read.  I’m glad to have written it, and I’m also glad it’s over.   
 
      
 
    Until next time, 
 
      
 
    Allen          
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
   
 
    Sign up for my newsletter to hear about new releases and receive free stories: https://www.subscribepage.com/b7x8r2 
 
      
 
    Also, be sure to check out my other completed series: 
 
      
 
    The Final Update Trilogy 
 
      
 
    The Anti Life Series 
 
      
 
    Of Dust and Sand: a sci-fi short story collection 
 
      
 
    Finally, please consider leaving an honest review for this book.  It’s about the nicest thing you can do for an indie author.  If you do that (or even if you don’t), email me at info@allenkuzara.com and let me know how awesome you are.   
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