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    “there is a tide in the affairs of men, which taken at the flood, leads on the fortune; Omitted, all the voyage of their life is in shallows and in miseries.” 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    JARON SLAMMED THE accelerator, winding the e-bike’s simulated gears higher and higher.  Ordinarily, pushing it this hard would result in a blown engine and the cyber grid’s gaming module would make him start over.  But for the first time in recorded history, he and the rest of Kairos were joined together in spree mode; spending every bonus ability they had and using every cheat code they knew.  Because, unlike other days, this game was life or death. 
 
    Had this been for sport, Jaron would be wearing riding gear.  But no one had planned for this.  There had been no time.  His face exposed, Jaron felt the dry night air sting his cheeks like he was riding through an invisible stream of sawdust. 
 
    “Map,” he called out.  Usually, just the thought was enough for Jaron’s neural interface to bring it forward.  But tonight, his mind was running as fast as his e-bike, and not even Kairos’s planet sized computer grid could keep up. 
 
    The map, a transparent overlay of Stratum Seven, appeared.  It was one of Kairos’s sparsely populated warehouse districts.  Jaron saw streaking lines.  They were his brothers and sisters racing down nearby streets.  Like Jaron, they were de facto resistance fighters, a decentralized joint force.  The cyber grid kept everyone connected, but there was no one in charge.  The military as such had been disbanded after Cat’s overthrow, and Kairos had long been a technocracy, without any elected officials.  Now it was every man, woman, and child for themselves.   
 
    Jaron found the closest blinking dots; three he’d spotted earlier.  Strangely, he felt glad someone hadn’t taken them out already.  These were his marks, his bogeys.  He couldn’t control the unending hoard of incoming Seekers.  But he could do something about this sector, this tiny square of Kairos that he’d decided to defend.  And he could do something about these three dots…that is, if he didn’t catch blaster fire first.   
 
    He pulled his bike hard to the right, taking a ninety degree turn at the next intersection.  Jaron scanned the terrain up ahead where the map said the Seeker soldier should be.  He couldn’t see the soldier yet, and he was going too fast to calculate real distances.  All Jaron knew was that the blur of lights and buildings would soon end with an up-close-and-personal interaction with this first off-worlder.   
 
    He strained his eyes, and his neural interface tried to turn on telescopic vision.  But at this speed and with all the jostling of his e-bike, Jaron knew the visual enhancement would be useless.   
 
    “Stop.  Normal vision,” he demanded. 
 
    As soon as his vision snapped back to normal, his e-bike emitted a loud beeping squelch.  Jaron glanced down at it and rubbed his hand over its fuzzy semi-transparent electric surface.  All seemed fine; his speed was steady, and the sound of the faux engine was normal. 
 
    The beeping grew louder and faster as he looked back up at the map.  Just as he saw a streaking line intersect with his own, his e-bike shuddered and slowed.  Jaron waved away his map and watched as a streak of red passed before him.  It was another rider on her way to fight. 
 
    Jaron didn’t know whether to shout insults or cheer-on his sister in arms.  But there wasn’t time for either.  He twisted the throttle hard and felt the e-bike lunge forward, returning to maximum velocity.  He struggled to stay mounted.  This was the digital vehicle’s limit, the maximum speed the cyber grid’s safety measures would allow anyone to ride.  Not all limits are a bad thing, he thought.  Though he wished he could override this one. 
 
    Jaron saw a blue-white light shine toward him, and a fraction of a second later his bike veered to the right, dodging the blaster fire that ripped through the air.   
 
    “There they are,” he muttered.   
 
    The e-bike’s engine screamed, and Jaron prayed he would reach the soldiers before they got another shot off.   
 
    Right when he could make out one of the soldiers’ faces, Jaron leaped from his e-bike.  He tucked himself into a roll, and the cyber grid did the rest, generating automatic environmental support to cushion his fall. 
 
    As Jaron stopped rolling and the yellow glow of the cyber grid’s crash supports vanished, he looked up and saw his e-bike still rolling.  It rammed the Seeker, pinning the unsuspecting soldier into a building.  Then the e-bike dematerialized, and the dead Seeker fell to the ground.     
 
    “Shield up,” Jaron shouted as he saw the two remaining soldiers dart behind warehouse boxes.  He was now the one out in the open.  Jaron stood and a transparent shield—the same color as his crash cushion—emanated from the plasma-box on his left arm.  The shield was almost as tall as he was.   
 
    Using his free hand, Jaron pulled out his blaster from the holster on his hip.  Immediately, auto-targeting kicked in, the gaming module still behaving as if he were in this for points and credits.   
 
    “Cancel targeting,” he instructed.   
 
    With all the advantages the cyber grid had given them, it’s core mandate of providing safety to Kairosians meant he couldn’t use it directly to harm someone.  Smashing the e-bike into a Seeker was no small feat.  It was only possible because the Seekers weren’t wearing neural interfaces, so the grid recognized them as objects rather than people. 
 
    “Still haven’t found what you’re looking for?” said a voice. 
 
    Jaron saw the wall behind the Seekers come to life with his gaze.  “I guess you could say that,” Jaron snickered.  “Know where I can find a Seeker or two?”  Much to his surprise, the vid-wall was silent and didn’t proceed to show him some inane advertisement.   
 
    Blaster fire ripped up the air, and he turned to face his attackers.  Only a short distance from them, Jaron had to widen his shield to keep from getting hit.  They had bad aims, like all Seeker soldiers he’d encountered.  And he wondered if they’d had any real training or if they’d simply been given uniforms, weapons, and marching orders all at once. 
 
    One soldier’s aim improved, and Jaron felt the gentle thump of the Seeker’s blaster fire impact his shield.  The problem with widening it meant Jaron had trouble getting his blaster around it to return fire.  He would have to drop his shield and take a chance.  Timing was everything. Jaron noticed a pattern; the Seekers fired in slow three-shot bursts.  
 
    BLAP. BLAP. BLAP. 
 
    Pause 
 
    BLAP. BLAP. BLAP. 
 
    Pause 
 
    Jaron waited for his opportunity.  During one of the short pauses, he pulled down his shield and fired at the closest soldier.  Either it was luck, or Jaron’s aim was getting better from today’s impromptu practice.  The Seeker soldier fell to the ground.   
 
    There was no time to check if the soldier was dead or not, because the third and last Seeker was still taking pot shots.  Albeit his aim seemed even worse than that of his dead brothers.  And his firing pattern was different, too. 
 
    BOOM 
 
    Pause 
 
    BOOM 
 
    Pause 
 
    Jaron soon learned why.  With his shield up, he walked toward the remaining soldier.  The Seeker found his target, and the impact knocked Jaron back several feet.  This was no regular blast pistol.  It must be a handheld plasma cannon, a much heavier load, which explained the firing pattern. 
 
    Another shot pushed Jaron back further, and he saw his shield blink off and on again. 
 
    “Not good,” Jaron said, realizing the shield was going to fail if he kept this up. 
 
    Jaron scurried backward.  He kept his shield facing the soldier who delivered another couple of successful shots before Jaron found cover.  Behind the corner of a nearby building, Jaron crouched down and called forward a mini drone.  It materialized, and after a second, he saw with new eyes.  Like the transparent map, he now could shift his focus between his immediate surroundings and the camera view from his drone.   
 
    He concentrated on the flying orb, taking control of it and maneuvering out into the street.  “Bigger, brighter,” he said, asking it to change its color and size.  He needed it to be noticeable. 
 
    As the drone whirled forward toward the Seeker, Jaron rolled his body around the corner, still crouched and as small as he could manage.  He stayed behind his shield and directed the now pink melon-sized ball to zigzag up and down, left and right.  It was a confusing sensation to be in two places at once, and Jaron had to keep his physical movements slow and simple. 
 
    Jaron aimed his blaster at the Seeker who seemed confused at having two targets but continued firing at Jaron.  Repeatedly, the soldier popped up, fired, and dropped down again behind cover as his plasma cannon recharged.  Jaron shifted his focus back to the drone.  Seeing through its lens, he painted a target where the Seeker was positioned.   
 
    “Target acquired,” he heard a synthetic voice chime. 
 
    The drone stopped zigzagging and sped toward the Seeker.  “Atta girl,” Jaron said, switching off his second set of eyes and focusing all his attention down the short barrel of his blaster. 
 
    The Seeker soldier popped up, shot, and dropped again.  But unlike before, he had fired at the drone instead of Jaron.  Jaron watched the Seeker rise again and fire a second time at the fast approaching orb. 
 
    “Gotcha,” Jaron whispered before dropping his shield and using two hands to aim his blaster.  He held his breath and waited. Right as the Seeker successfully winged the drone, Jaron pulled the trigger.  The soldier collapsed instantly. 
 
    Jaron knew he’d hit him, a kill shot to the head.  But he pulled up the map to make sure.  If the Seeker was alive, moving at all, the cyber grid would detect him. 
 
    Something was wrong.  The three blinking dots he’d taken care of were gone, which was what he’d expected.  But there were no blinking targets anywhere.  Not even when he zoomed out. Must be a glitch, he thought.  Maybe crashing the e-bike and having the drone shot down had corrupted the source code somehow.  Or maybe it was like his shield that had flashed on and off; the cyber grid itself was overtaxed and malfunctioning.       
 
    Jaron didn’t think either solution made sense, but he knew reality was the way it was whether he understood it or not.  Thinking otherwise could get him killed.  He had to be sure the soldiers were dead before turning his back on them. 
 
    Slowly, he crept forward, his shield raised.  He made his way to the warehouse boxes where the Seekers had taken cover on the other side.  Jaron thought about pulling up another mini drone, but instead he cursed himself for being a coward. 
 
    Standing tall he said, “You guys dead?” 
 
    No answer.  Which Jaron supposed was good news.  A bit braver, he moved around the boxes to the corner edge.  From there he could see the first Seeker he’d rammed with his e-bike.  Then he jumped around the corner, twisting his aim toward the two Seeker bodies on the ground. 
 
    He exhaled.  “Join the club, boys,” he pronounced.  Jaron had lost count of how many lives he’d taken today.   
 
    He dropped his shield and holstered his blaster.  Kairos grew oddly quiet.  He thought he heard an e-bike screaming in the distance, but then it too stopped.  In a never-sleeping global city amidst an inter-sim invasion, Jaron felt strangely alone. 
 
    “E-bike,” he said.  And the cyber grid obeyed, placing one between his legs.  Jaron jumped, the sensation never ceasing to surprise him.  He grabbed the throttle and called up the map. 
 
    “Blast it all,” he muttered.  There was something still wrong with the map.  “Refresh feed.”   
 
    There was a chirp, which usually meant the program had complied with his request.  But nothing had changed on the map.  He watched as little lines strafed here and there, showing e-bike riders moving about his district.   
 
    “Zoom out,” he commanded.  He now saw the entire district.  Still no bogies. 
 
    “Further out.”  He saw a regional view of Kairos, which was too big and the details too small for him to make out any Seekers. 
 
    Jaron waved away the map in frustration.  Then he called up the neuro-lingual network.  Maybe it could help him figure out where the fighting was, he thought.  He read through the trending phrases and was shocked: 
 
    Victory 
 
    Long live Kairos 
 
    Invasion over 
 
    He read further down the list, but the words and messages were all similar.  It had stopped; the invasion was over. 
 
    Jaron released his grip of the e-bike and sat back, upright.  He breathed deeply and tried to appreciate the moment.  He was living through more Kairosian history, just as he’d lived through Cat’s invasion and subsequent expulsion.  If only his wife Kaleel could see him now, he thought.  She had studied the past, the era when Kairosians had first emerged from the Oldlands, that narrow strip of land between the planet’s eternal day and night; before the days of technocracy and endless games and entertainment.  What would she say about this moment? he wondered. 
 
    Off in the distance, Jaron saw a flash.  At first he thought it was another e-bike rider, but the color was all wrong, and soon he realized the blur of white and gold was coming from multiple directions.  He felt a chill go up his spine as seconds later the deluge of sparkling light flooded his position, covering the world around him. 
 
    He closed his eyes and thought of Kaleel.  “Wish you were here, babe,” he whispered.   
 
    When he opened his eyes, the glow of virtual starlight that he and everyone else on Kairos were simultaneously immersed in suddenly shot upward into the night sky.  It disappeared for a few seconds.  Then there was a loud boom and crack as the largest fireworks display Jaron had ever witnessed lit up the night sky.   
 
    More messages came over the neuro-lingual feed.  We did it!  and It’s over! And similar congratulatory themes were shared. 
 
    The blinding explosion in the sky hurt Jaron’s eyes, making him look down.  He heard a murmur, and he glanced over to see the Seeker he’d rammed with his e-bike twitch a leg. 
 
    Jaron raised his blaster with one hand and fired.  The Seeker’s body flinched, then went still. 
 
    Jaron holstered his blaster and said, “Now it’s over.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    BEFORE  TAVEN KNEW about the Sim-Verse, he’d just been a miserable astro-miner.  He had planned his escape, and when he’d first come out of the Hudson Construct, he’d told his wife Amy that he was through, that he’d find some other kind of work to do.  Now, despite earning more money than he’d ever imagined, he was still as far away from his family as before.  Taven thought he might rather trade places with his old self, go back to the way things were and be grateful; if only there wasn’t a blind Gatekeeper hellbent on destruction of the Sim-Verse. 
 
    In geo-synch orbit above Earth, Taven walked fast down the Braun Orbiter’s hallway.  It was bad enough that the Joint Council had dragged him away from his work in Meta, the lost city of the Gatekeepers.  But they’d further wasted his time by forcing him to land in a designated room at the far end of the jumper bays.  They said he couldn’t open a portal in the board room anymore, because his unpredictable arrivals were too alarming for certain staff members.   
 
    That was all blasted lies, Taven knew.  There were no real complaints.  This was just about control—about politicians needing to substantiate their own existence.  He had once complained about Meyer Corp’s red tape, but he hadn’t known the true meaning of the words until the Joint Council for Inter-simulation Affairs had taken over.  They were the epitome of bureaucracy, a collection of representatives from across the globe.  Taven had heard they met in Fort Kerak.  He didn’t know if it was true, but he thought it was fitting for the vermin to meet underground in Earth’s most secure facility.     
 
    “Did General Stafford say there was an emergency?” Kenna asked.  She and Dr. Hewitt had come through the portal with Taven and were following behind him, trying to keep up with his headlong pace.  
 
    “There better be,” Taven huffed.  “It’s bad enough they didn’t let us help defend Kairos, but all this back and forth between Meta…I just don’t understand why they can’t let us communicate over our comm.” 
 
    “Minister Dault says—” 
 
    “I know what Minister Dault says,” Taven interrupted.  “That doesn’t mean I know why.” 
 
    Kenna looked confused as if she couldn’t comprehend someone lying.  This was just one of many differences between Earth and her home sim.  Taven thought about explaining political deception, but he wasn’t in the mood.  And besides, they’d passed all the jumper stations and were now at the meeting room. 
 
    They entered the waiting room area and were met by a virtual receptionist, little more than a holographic vid-feed that floated above a desk.  “Welcome, Taven Smi—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Taven told it.  “We’re here to meet Dault.” 
 
    “You may go in.  They are expecting you,” the virtual receptionist said sounding insulted, as if that were even possible.  Taven started for the meeting room door but stopped. 
 
    “What is it?” Hewitt asked.  The usually jovial and chatty scientist had been quiet since leaving Meta. 
 
    “He’s changed it.  Look.”  Taven pointed to the lettering above the door.  It used to read something generic, like Room 004.  Taven couldn’t remember the specifics.  But now it read: 
 
    Howard Dault 
 
    Minister of Defense 
 
    Joint Council for Inter-simulation Affairs 
 
    Taven huffed again and grabbed for the door which, much to his surprise, swung open automatically.  They entered and were met by familiar faces. 
 
    “Ah, Mr. Smith,” Howard Dault said, not addressing Hewitt or Kenna.  “Thanks for joining us.”  The tall, thin man was mostly bald, having brown hair above his ears.  He wore glasses, though there was no medical need for such antiquated trappings.  Taven believed the conspicuous symbols were meant to denote one’s learnedness. 
 
    “What’d you do with the doors?” Taven demanded.  “I thought everything was being kept on manual for security purposes.”  
 
    “The Joint Council has reviewed security measures and has made some necessary adjustments for efficiency’s sake,” Dault said.  He said it as if he was crafting each word, tasting them one by one.   
 
    Smug and self-assured, Taven thought but didn’t say. 
 
    “Won’t you two have a seat?” General Stafford said, and Taven knew the military man was trying to get things done.   
 
    “It’s good to see you again,” Isham said,  rising from the boardroom table to show his respect.  Next to Stafford and Dault, Isham’s short stature was on full display. 
 
    “You too, my friend,” Taven replied truthfully, though seeing Isham caused him to have mixed emotions.  He was frustrated because Dault and the Joint Council had decided it was better to keep Eleazar’s former assistant nearby for “integral consulting,” a term that basically meant they had first dibs on the kid and didn’t care if Taven had more to learn from him.  Their wishes were more important than Taven’s, even if mastering the rest of Taven’s Gatekeeper abilities might make a difference in the fight against Eleazar.  The politicians would rather it go a different way.  Heroes made them look bad.  What they wanted was a grand unified effort, with the elite ruling class calling all the shots, of course. 
 
    “Hello, Taven,” said another familiar voice.  Taven searched the room, but there was no one else at the table. 
 
    Then he spotted the vid-screen on the wall above an artificial hearth, another new addition by Dault. 
 
    “Jaron!” Taven exclaimed.  “I’m really glad to see you again.” 
 
    “Me too,” the Kairosian scientist replied with a toothy grin.  Taven almost didn’t recognize the man.  The last time he’d seen him, Jaron had been disheveled, having long unkempt hair.  Now his hair was cut short and he wore the telltale sign of a Kairosian: his neural interface headgear. 
 
    “It’s over,” Jaron said.  “We did it.  We turned them back.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Dault said, raising his hands from the table.  He was sitting at one end of it and Stafford at the other. 
 
    “Would somebody blasting tell me what’s going on?” Taven said, trying to keep from raising his voice. 
 
    “According to Isham,” General Stafford answered, “this break in the tide of Seekers is only that: the end of the first major wave and the quiet before the storm; before the Seekers ramp up their invasion.” 
 
    Taven checked Isham’s and Jaron’s faces.  Jaron didn’t look sold on the idea yet, but Isham nodded slowly and added, “It’s inescapable.  They skip every other number in what I think you call the Fibonacci series giving: 1, 3, 8, 21, and so on.” 
 
    Taven was no mathematician, but he thought he remembered something similar being spelled out for him by Cat on the beach sub-sim. 
 
    “Since the Kairosians were successful turning back the first wave,” Isham continued, “Eleazar will regroup and send the next wave, except instead of sending a single troop to begin with, he will start with a thousand.  Then three thousand, eight thousand, and on up until he’s strangled the life out of the sim or they surrender.” 
 
    Taven’s mind reeled.  Those numbers, the millions or billions of troops that would soon be involved—it was too many to imagine.  But he knew it was possible, that within the Ghost City index alone, there were thousands and thousands of sub-sims, each populated by billions.  And most of the sims were running faster than primary sims or Meta, which meant an entire generation of troops might be born in a week or a day.  Eleazar had a seemingly endless supply of soldiers.   
 
    “Can we be more specific?” Stafford queried.  “You’ve mentioned the numbers of troops.  But what about tactics, strategy, weaponry, etc.?” 
 
    “That’s easy,” Isham answered.  “Eleazar doesn’t like change.  And he doesn’t want to rely upon technology more than necessary.  He wants his followers to bear the brunt of the burden.  So, he will send more and more people, and that’s all that changes.  He keeps everything else the same: uniforms, weapons, strategy.  Everything.” 
 
    There was a pause.  Then Jaron spoke.  “That’s not entirely true.”  Everyone’s heads turned and faced the vid-screen. 
 
    “Come again?” Taven said.  Jaron didn’t answer.  “Did he hear me?” Taven asked. 
 
    “It’s the inter-sim lag,” Hewitt explained.  “Kairos and our sim are not running at the same speed.  The comm tech we were given by the Kairosians modulates the audio frequency so we can hear each other.  Otherwise one of us would sound like chipmunks and the other like the king of the underworld.”  Hewitt snorted at his own attempt at a joke. 
 
    “Yes, I heard you,” Jaron answered.  “And…” He waited, listening.  “Hewitt’s right about the inter-sim comm.  It’s the best we can do, I’m afraid.  What Isham said isn’t totally correct.  The last Seeker soldier I fought had a different weapon than the others, some kind of heavy plasma cannon that nearly punched through my shield.” 
 
    Everyone turned to Isham.  “That’s news to me,” he said, shrugging. 
 
    “A minor deviation,” Dault pronounced.   
 
    It was just like him to discount facts when they didn’t suit his agenda, Taven thought.  The rules only applied when he or the rest of the Joint Council said so.   
 
    “What’s important here,” Dault continued, “is that the invasion on Kairos isn’t over.  In fact, it’s likely only to escalate.”   
 
    “I don’t get it,” Taven interjected hastily.  “All this time, there’s been an invasion going on, and you sent me and the rest of my teammates on a fool’s errand, tramping around Meta when we could be helping the Kairosians.” 
 
    “We are helping the Kairosians,” Dault insisted. 
 
    “Just because we aren’t deploying military assets into another sim,” Stafford added, “ doesn’t mean we aren’t aiding our allies.” 
 
    “And furthermore,” Dault said, “unlocking Meta’s secrets is likely the best thing we can do to help—” 
 
    “Ourselves,” Taven interrupted. 
 
    Dault raised his eyebrows and corrected Taven.  “We are helping ourselves and the rest of the Sim-Verse.” 
 
    “So what am I doing here?” Taven asked incredulously.  “Are you actually going to let me help?” 
 
    “You will help,” Dault promised.  “And on Kairos.” 
 
    That was a surprise to Taven.  Until now, the Joint Council had preached that his presence on Kairos would make no substantial difference, that unless he could stop Eleazar himself, all he could do on Kairos was slow its inevitable destruction.     
 
    “You brought me all this way just to tell me you changed your mind?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Actually,” Stafford spoke up, “right now we need Kenna’s help.” 
 
    Taven cocked his head back, trying to conceal his surprise and not appear insulted. 
 
    “What can I do?” Kenna said earnestly. 
 
    “You see,” Dault started, “your world is the only sim we know of that has successfully defended itself against a Seeker invasion.  If it can be done once, it can be done again.” 
 
    “Perhaps so,” Kenna replied.  “But my world’s circumstances were entirely different than those the Kairosians now face.” 
 
    Dault smiled smugly.  “Computer—retrieve saved document: 16A-3.” 
 
    Taven thought only people like Howard Dault actually saved files with such unimaginative titles. 
 
    The document appeared electronically beneath the table’s surface.  Dault put his hand down on it, making an uncharacteristically flamboyant gesture, as he pushed the e-papers across the table.  A second later, copies of the documents appeared in front of everyone seated around the table.   
 
    “We have your affidavit right here,” Dault went on, and Taven wondered why the man couldn’t have just said so to begin with.  “What we need from you is clarification.  You seemed to stop short of explaining exactly how you bought more time and what it was that stopped the Seekers from coming again.” 
 
    Taven felt a deep sense of dread creep over him, and he didn’t know why.  This whole situation felt wrong, like they were going down the wrong path, wasting precious time. 
 
    “Why don’t you just quickly tell us again what happened on your homeworld?” Stafford suggested, pushing back the affidavit.  His copy vanished when it reached the center of the desk.  This prompted everyone but Dault to do the same with their copies. 
 
    Kenna tilted her head back and closed her eyes for a couple of seconds.   Opening them she began, “It all happened quickly.  The Seekers came, and after we heard their message and rejected it, they turned to violence.  Initially, they were no match for us.  Even the untrained among us had the ability to weaponize their natural gifts.” 
 
    “It’s nice to have blasters for hands,” Hewitt quipped. 
 
    Kenna remained solemn.  “It was an advantage, yes.  But soon their numbers became too great.  We also experienced a false cadence, a time when we believed they had quit coming.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Dault said, stopping her.  “Why isn’t this in your report?”  He had his finger down as if citing something in the affidavit that only he was reading. 
 
    “It is often difficult to choose the most essential details,” Kenna replied calmly.   
 
    “Go on,” Stafford suggested, and Taven knew he was trying to keep them from getting lost in the weeds. 
 
    “We had our false victory, and there was great celebration that followed.  But just as Isham has said, the Seekers returned with greater numbers.  Though we struggled mightily, it became clear we would not be able to sustain our defensive efforts much longer.” 
 
    “And then Cat appeared?” Dault added. 
 
    Kenna’s eye twitched.  She turned her head slowly to face Dault.  “That is correct.” 
 
    “And she helped turn back the tide?” Dault guided. 
 
    Taven started to jump in, but Dault raised his hand, stopping him.  Taven wanted to say that Cat turning back the tide was proof that he could help the Kairosians with his Gatekeeper abilities.  Dault kept his gaze fixed on Kenna as if he was about to reach some all-important detail.   
 
    “No, not exactly,” Kenna answered.   
 
    “But it says right here that—” 
 
    “Let her finish,” Stafford said, cutting off Dault. 
 
    The Minister of Defense looked injured but nodded for Kenna to continue. 
 
    “Cat,” —Kenna clearly had contempt for the name— “appeared much like the Seekers had.  That should have been our first clue not to trust her.  She told us that she had come to help, and after we saw her abilities, everyone wanted to believe her.  Now that I better understand Gatekeeper abilities, I believe she first slowed down our sub-sim.  Of course, we could not observe this happening and she did not explain it.  All we experienced was a momentary anomaly; I believe in your sim, the sensation is called deja vu.  Afterwards, all the Seekers were gone.  She told us that they would be back again, that they would find us once more, but that if we were prepared and quickly defeated them that we could be rid of them forever.” 
 
    After Kenna stopped, the room was quiet for several seconds.  Finally, the chip still on his shoulder, Dault spoke.  “Thank you, Kenna.  Now, Isham, does any of that make sense to you?  How did Cat stop the Seekers on Kenna’s world and, more importantly, how do we do something similar on Kairos?” 
 
    “Well,” Isham exhaled, “let me just say, I wasn’t there, so I’m piecing this together the best I can.  It sounds like Cat got rid of all the Seekers when she slowed the sim.  Then—and this is just a guess—she changed the sim’s frequency.  She probably shifted just a few digits.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” Stafford barked.  “Wouldn’t she want to change their frequency to something wildly different?”  
 
    “She wanted the Seekers to find them again,” Hewitt offered. 
 
    “That’s right,” Isham agreed.  “I’m assuming, for reasons I don’t know, that she wanted the Seekers to return so she could stop them permanently from finding their sub-sim.” 
 
    “Okay.  Stop right there,” Taven said.  “That makes no sense.  She wanted Seekers to find them so they would leave them alone?” 
 
    “She undoubtedly knew how Eleazar had structured the Seekers’ campaign,” Isham explained.  “I’m guessing she wanted the world for her own purposes—” 
 
    “Yes, she did,” Kenna confirmed. 
 
    “—and that the Seekers invading was just a slight inconvenience for her,” Isham finished.   
 
    “You still didn’t answer my question,” Taven insisted. 
 
    “Yes.  Of course,” Isham said meekly.  “The Seekers have a protocol.  You need to remember that when they send jumpers to new frequencies, most of these are one-way suicide missions.  The jumpers don’t usually even arrive in a habitable world.  Instead, they show up on some inhospitable planet’s surface, or deep under the ocean, or out in space.  There are some default settings in the Sim-Verse, a bit of graceful coding from the Makers that places jumpers in the more habitable part of a sim’s world.  But that’s only the case when there actually is a habitable world.” 
 
    “That explains why we were so unlucky,” Jaron added after a pause.  “I had wondered why the Seekers knew to land on the dark side of Kairos.  If only they’d landed on the burnt, sun laden half of our world, we’d probably never have been the wiser.” 
 
    “They didn’t know anything,” Isham replied.  “They’re in the dark and most of them don’t return from their jumps.  The only time there’s a slight moment of optimism among them is when someone is able to send their jumper back.” 
 
    “Then they know the sim is habitable,” Stafford concluded. 
 
    “That’s right,” Isham said.  “If the jumpers keep returning—not all of them, mind you; just one—then the Seekers know to continue coming.” 
 
    “So what, Kenna’s people snuffed out the Seekers before they could send back jumpers?” Taven asked. 
 
    “That is what happened,” Kenna confirmed. 
 
    “Does that work at any point in the invasion?” Dault asked.  “If we keep them from sending back their jumpers during a wave, will they stop coming?” 
 
    “No.  Not exactly,” Isham answered. 
 
    “Out with it,” Taven said frustratedly.  He saw Isham cower, and he regretted losing his cool. 
 
    “It’s all in the timing,” Isham said hurriedly.  “If it’s the first attempt at a new frequency and the jumper doesn’t return, then the Seekers assume that the world isn’t habitable.  But if they’ve already sent back a jumper, then it takes three consecutive waves without a returned jumper before the Seekers assume that the sim has become uninhabitable.” 
 
    “But how does a world simply become uninhabitable?” Dault balked. 
 
    “Nukes,” Stafford said. 
 
    “Reactor meltdowns,” Hewitt added.  “Or an orbital planetary defense cannon going haywire.” 
 
    “So, the Kairosians would have to keep how many jumpers from returning?” Dault asked.  “One thousand plus three thousand plus…” 
 
    “Eight thousand equals twelve thousand total,” Hewitt finished. 
 
    “Well, maybe this is some good news,” Isham said.  “When the initial invasion fails—meaning they haven’t succeeded by the time they’ve sent nine-hundred ninety-seven Seekers.  They restart using thousands of troops instead of—” 
 
    “Yes, you’ve told us,” Dault said. 
 
    “But this first thousand in the new wave,” Isham said, “if none of them return, they will stop.” 
 
    “It makes strategic sense,” Stafford said.  “If they return with that many troops and none can return a single jumper, it would likely mean the world had changed irrevocably, that it had burned down in the time that had passed since the primary invasion.” 
 
    There was another pause as everyone thought through the implications.  “So, we have to stop the next thousand or we’re finished,” Jaron said finally. 
 
    “That or you have to stop another three consecutive waves,” Isham said sympathetically. 
 
    “But that’s climbing an exponential hockey stick,” Hewitt said.  “This is really the last chance they have.” 
 
    Taven cringed.  Talking about the Kairosians that way in front of Jaron seemed like bad form, but it was true and he knew Jaron would have thought the same. 
 
    “So I have to stop them myself,” Taven said.  “There’s no other way.” 
 
    “That’s incorrect,” Dault said firmly. 
 
    Taven started to protest, but Dault raised another finger, stopping him before adding, “The logistics of that aren’t workable, Taven.  We’re talking about an entire nation—half their globe—with a thousand troops scattered about.  Even if you slowed the sim and had a precise location for each of the Seekers—which you won’t—it would take days and days for you to stop them all.” 
 
    Taven knew Dault was right, but he didn’t like hearing it, especially from this pontificating politician.     
 
    “Whatever chance we have, it’s in equipping the Kairosians to handle this themselves,” Dault continued.  “Long term, our only hope is in Taven figuring out how to shift a sim’s frequency the way Cat did.” 
 
    “Isham, you’re sure you can’t teach Taven to shift a sim’s frequency?” Stafford asked. 
 
    “No, I never witnessed Eleazar do so.  It’s apparently something I can’t see with my Gatekeeper vision.” 
 
    “Then that settles it,” Dault pronounced.  “Taven, Kairos’s only chance—our only chance ultimately, is in you learning to shift a sim’s frequency.  And Meta’s the only place where you’re going to find out how to do that.” 
 
    Taven saw despair spread across everyone’s faces minus Dault’s.  They’d only scratched the surface exploring Meta, and the time differential there meant it would take ages to find this proverbial needle in a haystack.   
 
    “There might be another way,” Jaron said. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    EVERYONE TURNED AND waited for the temporal lag in the inter-sim comm to pass.  Finally, Jaron spoke again.   
 
    “I’ve noticed that the Seekers have primitive blast weapons, except for that plasma cannon the last one had.  They’re no match for the technology we possess here on Kairos.  But the cyber grid, with all its advantages, is also holding us back.  At the core of its programming is a primary ethic: the cyber grid cannot be used to directly harm another person.” 
 
    “But you just killed all those Seekers,” Taven interrupted. 
 
    There was another long pause as the technology buffered, and Taven felt embarrassed for causing the disruption.   
 
    “That’s true,” Jaron said.  “It’s because the Seekers don’t wear neural interfaces.  The cyber grid doesn’t really see them as people per se, though it still curtails our efforts when we try to use native Kairosian weaponry which is only allowed in gaming zones.  We’ve been using the blasters left over from Cat’s occupation here.  But if we knew the Seekers were coming and were ready for them, our gaming weapons—I’m talking about implements that can bring down starships—could be brought to bear on the Seekers all at once.  We could stop them from sending back any jumpers.  But none of that’s possible unless we turn off the cyber grid first.” 
 
    There was an even longer pause as everyone resisted the urge to jump into the conversation prematurely.  But it soon became clear this was all Jaron was going to say. 
 
    “Would it be that simple?” Dault finally asked.  “Just turn off the grid, wait for them, and dispatch the first wave of Seekers?” 
 
    “Don’t forget, they’ll all be in the dark” Hewitt said before Jaron had a chance to answer.  Taven realized Hewitt’s meaning.  Kairos was under an eternal night sky.  They’d be truly in the dark if their power system was disabled.   
 
    “Could the Kairosians even see to shoot?” Taven asked. 
 
    They all waited for Jaron to answer.  “Yes, most of the weapons have autotargeting abilities,” he said.  “Plus, if we know we’re doing this in advance, we can all gear up with lights and night vision.  The real problem will be getting all of Kairos to agree to this.  Turning off the cyber grid has never been done before.  Not only that, it will take a while to shut things down.  Taven, think you could buy us some time?” 
 
    “Wait,” Dault intervened, “if Taven slows down Kairos, that doesn’t impede Seekers in other simulations.  All it does is take away precious time from the Kairosians.” 
 
    “But if Seekers land on Kairos,” Hewitt countered, “while Taven has it on ice, they’ll freeze the first microsecond their jumper enters the simulation.” 
 
    “I’m on board,” Taven said.  “But it’s not all up to me.”  He tilted his head both directions, acknowledging Stafford and Dault who remained silent. 
 
    “This plan could work,” Isham suggested.  “Though the Seekers do have small light attachments on their blasters, they won’t be expecting to use them.  It will take them additional time to adjust, and if the Kairosians really can provide sufficient firepower…this could work.”  Isham seemed energized by the idea, and Taven grew hopeful that he would get out of rambling through Meta’s empty halls. 
 
    Dault and Stafford exchanged stern looks across the table.  Finally, Dault gave a subtle nod, and Stafford spoke.  “It’s settled then.  Taven, you’ll go with Jaron to assist in the cyber grid shutdown on Kairos.” 
 
    “Your mission briefing,” Dault said, “will be at—”  He looked at the time.   “— 0800 hours.  Operation…”  Dault stumbled, unable to come up with an appropriate mission title. 
 
    “Project Midnight,” Stafford said, “is a go.”  He stood from the table before adding, “Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    “YOU CAN’T EVEN come home for dinner?” Amy asked over the comm feed. 
 
    “No, they’ve got me covered up until we leave,” Taven said.  It was a lie.  He could be there now, face to face with his wife.  The truth was he was avoiding the argument that Amy seemed to be trying hard to have. 
 
    “Look,” Taven said.  “Stafford says it will be a short mission.  I’ll be back before the second invasion starts.”  He winced, realizing he wasn’t supposed to mention classified mission details.  He’d made a habit of doing so when he was home with Amy, but over the comm he was afraid they’d catch him. 
 
    “How many days?” she asked.  In the bottom of the screen, Taven saw Amy cross her arms. 
 
    “It’s hard to say.  They need me to slow down the sim, so…” 
 
    “So it will be more days in Meta then,” Amy huffed. 
 
    “No, it’s—”  He stopped, knowing what she meant.  Meta was the slowest running simulation in the Sim-Verse, which meant that when he spent a day there, nearly a week passed on Earth.  Slowing down another sim was equivalent to spending time on Meta. 
 
    “You know I’m doing this for us, for Evelynn,” Taven promised.  Amy didn’t look convinced.  “If I don’t help the Kairosians stop Eleazar, he might find Earth’s frequency.  It’s inside the memories of some of their people and computers.  We could be next.” 
 
    Amy was silent for several seconds, her image so still that Taven wondered if there was a glitch in the comm feed.  But then she spoke.  “I know.  Be careful.”  She said it softly, and her eyes said what her lips didn’t.  She was hurt; these missions, the time he was spending away was creating a rift between them.  She understood his reasons, but they didn’t change his absence.   
 
    “Love you,” he offered. 
 
    She kissed her hand and raised it to the comm feed’s camera.  Before Taven could return the gesture, Amy’s feed went black. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    “IT IS FOR all these reasons,” Jaron said, “that I ask you now to vote in favor of turning off the cyber grid.  It has been our very lifeline for millennia, but it is now standing between us and victory.  I trust you will do the right thing.” 
 
    Jaron stepped down from the pedestal, which completely dissolved, fading back into invisible ones and zeros.  It was ironic, Taven thought, that Jaron had to use the cyber grid to shut down the cyber grid.   
 
    “Now we just wait for the results,” Jaron said. 
 
    Taven wore neural interface headgear, allowing him to see most of the Kairosian data feed in real time.  Jaron scrolled from one chart to another.   
 
    “There,” he said, pointing at one.  It was a rising bar graph.  “We’ve reached a super majority.”   
 
    He scrolled back to previous screens and found two other bar graphs.  One was red, and the other, much larger, was green.  “Looks like the ayes have it,” he said smiling. 
 
    Jaron had explained everything to Taven before delivering his speech to the people of Kairos.  Without their consent to shut down the cyber grid, there would be little chance of Jaron and Taven reaching the charging station alive.  The cyber grid itself, not to mention the numerous layers of manual security between them and the shutoff switch, would make it nearly impossible. 
 
    Jaron reached down and lifted a large sack over one shoulder.  He started for the door but stopped.  “I almost forgot,” he said, spinning around and reaching for a silver can on a nearby table. 
 
    “What’s that?” Taven asked. 
 
    Jaron shook the can and said, “Baloot.  Ever heard of it?” 
 
    Taven said he hadn’t. 
 
    “It’s Kairos’s oldest card game,” Jaron explained, slipping the container into his sack.  “It’s more fun playing it with other people, but I figure solo Baloot is better than nothing.  I have no idea how long I’ll have to wait by myself at the station.” 
 
    Jaron started for the door again, but Taven stopped him.  “Do you want me to do it now?” Taven asked, offering to slow down the sim. 
 
    “Not yet,” Jaron replied.  “Let’s give them time to prepare.  We’ve got a whole day’s job ahead of us, but for them, the lights are about to go out at any minute.” 
 
    Taven knew he was right.  If they slowed the sim right away, the next thing a Kairosian would experience would be the moment when Taven released the temporal bubble, presumably after the power station’s shut-off switch had been thrown.  Kairos would be completely dark.  He just hoped this worked.  Otherwise Kairos would never be lit by the cyber grid again.   
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    “RIGHT HERE,” HEWITT said, pointing to twisting pipes that appeared to be tied in a knot.  “The yellow one,” he added. 
 
    They were in Meta, in one of the long winding corridors.  They all looked the same, and Kenna could not imagine what was in one that wasn’t in the others they’d already checked.  Furthermore, she couldn’t fathom Hewitt’s decision making.  At first she thought they were booting up parts of Meta at random.  But now Hewitt regularly checked his notes, collecting and referring to data before choosing the next segment of corridor to bring back online.  They were after something; she just didn’t know what. 
 
    Kenna stepped over the wall paneling that lay on the ground.  She exhaled before placing both hands on the yellow pipes exposed in the wall.   
 
    “Not too fast,” Hewitt warned.  “We don’t want to burn out any circuits.” 
 
    Despite the numerous times they’d done this, Hewitt repeated the same warning each time.  Kenna took pride in her patience, but she was beginning to lose it.   
 
    She closed her eyes and began energizing the tube.  Her hands were glowing now, and she felt the tingle of ionized plasma coursing through her fingers into the conduit. 
 
    “Right there,” Hewitt said quickly.  “Hold it there.” 
 
    She complied and heard the tapping of his hands on his computer.  This was a far cry from how they’d first investigated Meta.  When Meyer Corp had begun researching the lost city, its security protocols had meant using antiquated technology.  Nothing could be wireless, and there had been no inter-sim comm, no way for information to be sent offsite.  But now that the Joint Council had taken over, the protocols had softened.  There was more red tape, to be sure, and many aspects of day-to-day operations were slower than before.  But at least here, in what had become Kenna’s daily work, Hewitt was able to use the very best technology.  Unlike before, it usually meant he could take his readings in seconds or minutes.   
 
    Hewitt made little moans, sighs, and vocalizations—a play-by-play response to the data he read.  “I’m wondering if you could do something a little different,” he said finally, not looking up from his computer. 
 
    She opened her eyes and asked, “Do you want me to continue?” 
 
    He looked up slowly before realizing what she was asking.  “Oh, yes.  Don’t stop,” he said hurriedly.  “But is it possible for you to keep this yellow tube going with one hand and energize—” He reached up on his tiptoes and pointed to a purple tube of conduit above.  “—this one with the other?” 
 
    She nodded, though she wasn’t sure she could actually do it.  Kenna let go of the yellow tube with her right hand. 
 
    “It’s dropping!” Hewitt warned.   
 
    She closed her eyes, concentrating to boost the power with her left hand. 
 
    “There it is,” Hewitt responded.  “That’s good.” 
 
    Kenna opened her eyes and, with her free hand, reached high for the purple conduit.  Though she didn’t have to tiptoe like Hewitt did, it was a strain on her back and shoulders to have her arms spread so far apart.  She began charging the purple tubing.   
 
    “Can you do it?” Hewitt asked. 
 
    “I am trying,” Kenna answered.  “For reasons I do not understand, this tube feels more difficult to charge.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Hewitt said happily as he looked down at his notes. 
 
    Kenna could see the purple tube and knew she was barely charging it.  She closed her eyes again and strained to surge past its impedance.  Suddenly, she felt a sharp pain in the pit of her stomach, and she let out a cry of pain. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Hewitt asked. 
 
    Kenna didn’t answer but gave a subtle nod that she wasn’t sure Hewitt would notice.  The pain in her stomach had stopped as quickly as it had started, but now it took all her focus to keep the charge flowing through both hands.  This was an order of magnitude more draining than charging a single conduit, and she wasn’t sure how long she could keep going.   
 
    “That’s it,” Hewitt said excitedly.  “Hold it right there.” 
 
    “I will try,” Kenna exhaled.  Her breathing changed.  She felt electricity in her lungs, ionizing the air inside into plasma until she breathed it out, feeling entirely empty.  She didn’t want to breathe in, didn’t want to fill her lungs with the radiant matter, but, deprived of oxygen, she involuntarily gasped and began the excruciating cycle over again. 
 
    Just then, the sensation changed.  Kenna felt the conduit’s impedance decrease dramatically.  There was a sharp sting in her fingers as if the electricity was trying to reverse direction and enter her body.     
 
    She cried out in anguish as she pushed with all her might against the pulse.  Both the pain and charge spiked, producing a loud pop and jolt that knocked Kenna off the conduit, hurling her against the opposite corridor wall. 
 
    Kenna felt the back of her head smack the wall, but she didn’t feel her body slide down it and fall to the floor.  She briefly saw stars before her sight went blank.  All of her senses were gone for seconds that could have been hours, except she was aware of herself: nameless, featureless, but present. 
 
    When her senses came flooding back to her, Hewitt was standing over her shouting.  “Are you okay?”  He waved his hands before her eyes and snapped his fingers. 
 
    “Help me up,” she said.  He grabbed her under one arm and aided her to her feet. 
 
    “How long was I—”  She stopped, confused by what she saw.  Hewitt stood directly in front of her, but she could see through him, as if he were a transparent hologram. 
 
    “There was a large decrease of impedance,” Hewitt explained.  “It looked like a positive feedback loop at first, causing the gain to increase exponentially which, of course, gave rise to oscillatory circuit responses...”  He trailed off, lost in his handheld computer’s data. 
 
    Kenna didn’t really hear him anyway.  She was transfixed on Hewitt’s impossible ghostly appearance.  She started to reach out and touch him, to see if he was made of matter, but something more disturbing caught her eye first.  Behind him, down the hall, came a shadowy figure, running toward them. 
 
    Kenna tried to speak, tried to warn Hewitt, but she choked on her words as the figure stepped forward into the light.  With long red hair, the thin teenaged girl continued running in their direction, passing through Hewitt and then Kenna and continuing down the corridor. 
 
    It was Iris, Kenna realized as she watched the girl turn at the next intersection and disappear.  Kenna’s legs felt like they were made of rubber, but she ran after Iris anyway.  When she reached the corner, she turned and looked down the hall which appeared to go on forever.   
 
    “Where did she go?” Kenna breathed. 
 
    “Where did who go?” Hewitt asked, catching up with Kenna.  Just then Kenna grabbed for the wall, and Hewitt caught her with one hand, his other holding onto to his computer.  “Whoa, are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I am afraid,” Kenna said, touching her head and regaining the ability to stand on her own, “that I need to rest before energizing more sections of the city.” 
 
    Hewitt turned his back on her and began shuffling back toward the open paneling.  His head was bent down, and he was absorbed in the data on his computer.  “You may not need to,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He didn’t answer for a moment.   
 
    “Did you find a way to shift a simulation’s frequency?” she asked.  That was their ultimate goal after all. 
 
    Hewitt stopped in his tracks, still consumed by whatever he was reading.  Then he turned and with a childlike smile on his face said, “No.  But this may be even better.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    TRAVELING TO KAIROS’S main power station turned out to be more difficult and time consuming than Taven had imagined.  The station wasn’t meant to be reached, Jaron had told him.  Kairosians weren’t to come here under ordinary circumstances.   
 
    After giving Kairosians time to prepare, Taven had expanded a temporal field.  It had slowed all of Kairos and had made the cyber grid’s personal transport systems nonfunctional.   Taven and Jaron were forced to use simple modes of transportation like the bullet train that ran east to west on Kairos’s equator.   
 
    “Here we are,” Jaron said, standing up.  Taven instinctually tried to peek out the train’s windows, but it had none.  Jaron lifted the heavy bag of supplies he had brought for his stay of unknown duration at the power station.  Then they walked to the exit of the empty train.   
 
    “Doing okay?” Jaron checked. 
 
    Taven closed his eyes and focused.  “Yes,” he answered.   
 
    Just slowing down the sim was no longer much of a challenge for Taven.  It usually meant expanding the temporal field around himself and his surroundings so that he could travel through the otherwise frozen simulation.  That was easy.   
 
    But here, because he didn’t have the memory or frequency coordinates to simply jump to the power station, they had to use the train.  And he couldn’t just keep the temporal bubble around the train either.  To avoid collisions, he had to expand the field down the thousands of miles of tracks to keep the other trains running.   
 
    Taven exhaled loudly, relieved to let go of the strain and allow this temporal bubble to collapse. 
 
    “Now we’re on our own,” Jaron said, stepping off the train.  “It’s all by foot from here on out.” 
 
    “What is this place?” Taven asked, following him.  They were surrounded by decrepit looking buildings. 
 
    “The edge of civilization,” Jaron smiled.   
 
    “The cyber grid doesn’t go out this far?” 
 
    “Oh, it does.  But most people don’t like to get out this way.  They don’t like being reminded of where we came from.”  Jaron pointed to a clearing between two buildings, and Taven spotted light on the horizon. 
 
    “The Oldlands?” Taven asked. 
 
    “The light is from the other side of the planet, the part that burns with our sun’s rays thirty-three, eight.” 
 
    Taven had heard this expression from Jaron more than once and had finally gotten used to the idea that their world had thirty-three-hour days and eight-day weeks.  But he couldn’t for the life of him figure out why they bothered with either distinction.  What was time if not measured in days and nights?  How were there any weeks without a moon to measure the planet’s cycles? 
 
    “But the people don’t care about the hot zone,” Jaron went on.  “It’s the Oldlands, the narrow strip of twilight that separates the day from night—the zone where all our ancestors once lived—that people don’t want to remember.”   
 
    They stood still in the dark for several seconds, not talking further.  Then Jaron tilted his head toward the horizon and started walking.  “Come on.  I’ll show you,” he said. 
 
    As they passed between the buildings, their electric exteriors—the same advertisement apparatus that covered most of Kairos’s buildings—flickered and threatened to go dark.  Apparently, Taven’s temporal field had disrupted power from the cyber grid.  After they had gotten a stone’s throw away from the buildings, it became clear that they needed supplemental light. 
 
    “Haven’t used one of these in a while,” Jaron said, pulling out a flashlight from his bag.  They traveled toward the glowing horizon, but it soon vanished from view as they moved downward into a ravine. 
 
    “Do you have some kind of compass or something?” Taven questioned. 
 
    “I don’t need one,” Jaron answered.  “I’ve been this way before…many times.” Taven didn’t know what that meant, but he didn’t ask further questions. 
 
    They came out the other side of the ravine and entered into scraggly woods.  It gave Taven the heebie jeebies.  What kind of vegetation grew in the dark? he wondered. 
 
    As if he’d read Taven’s mind, Jaron spoke up.  “For half of the year, this section of ground gets subtle light from our sun.  It’s a wonder of nature that it can survive through the pitch black winter.” 
 
    Taven hadn’t noticed until Jaron said the word winter, but it had gotten strangely cold, so much so that he could see Jaron’s breath make frost clouds in the flashlight’s beam.   
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jaron said, again anticipating Taven’s thoughts.  “Where we’re heading, you’ll warm up quickly.”  Taven figured Kairos must use the cyber grid to warm the city.  Otherwise—even with an atmosphere to hold in some of its heat—it would become frigid like the dark side of the Earth’s moon. 
 
    They traversed the leafless trees and brush for some time.  Then suddenly—and for reasons unknown—the forest line abruptly ended, and they found themselves stepping out onto a new clearing. 
 
    “I can see it again,” Taven said, pointing to the light on the horizon.  As soon as he said it, he was distracted by the crunch he heard from under his foot.  He glanced down, and Jaron turned to shine his light.  “Grass?” Taven asked. 
 
    “It will only get taller as we move into the Oldlands,” Jaron explained. 
 
    As they walked, the crunch softened and turned into the whish whoosh of knee-high grass.  They topped another hill, and Jaron stopped. 
 
    “What is it?” Taven asked. 
 
    “I didn’t think I’d ever see this again,” Jaron said in a whisper that sounded like he wasn’t talking to Taven at all.   
 
    Taven gazed out onto the horizon, the light much brighter now.  But Jaron didn’t seem to be looking at the slice of golden sun.  Instead, his eyes were fixed on the valley floor below them.  In the dim light of dawn, Taven could make out irregular shapes dotting the landscape. 
 
    “Are those…” 
 
    “Human dwellings,” Jaron answered.  He began descending the hill.  “I know them all too well,” he went on.  “These sites and many more between here and the hot zone represent Kairos’s cradle of civilization.” 
 
    “This is what you said people don’t want to remember?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Precisely.  Look at it,” he said, pointing.  “Slip stone.  Clay bricks.  This is primitive.  People survived here for thousands of years, sandwiched between two equally inhospitable extremes.  At least that’s what our records show.  But given the nature of the Sim-Verse, how do we know when history really began?  It could all be a big setup by the Makers.  Pre-history could be just that, a constructed pretext for when the real story began, the real experiment of our existence.” 
 
    That was a thought Taven had never had before.  And it made him question the veracity of Earth’s history.  How did he know any of it had actually happened?  There were records, dates, and photographs.  But he hadn’t been there to witness it.  Most of history could all have been constructed before time in his simulation began, whenever that was.    
 
    “My wife Kaleel and I spent much time here,” Jaron explained as they stepped between some of the moss-covered structures.  “We spent our honeymoon here, in fact.” 
 
    “Really?  That’s…different,” Taven said. 
 
    “She was an archeologist, and we were both workaholics.  We used to joke that all she could think of was the past, while all I cared about was the future.  And it turned out she had the better obsession.  The future was a place I wish I’d never visited.  But here…”  Jaron stopped, and Taven thought he heard him get choked up by the bitter memories. 
 
    As they toured the ruins, most of which Jaron said had yet to be excavated, the sunlight grew brighter until it was nearly as strong as midday on Earth.  Taven noticed that after mere minutes of walking, the vegetation had changed dramatically, now lush and dark green.   
 
    On Earth, he’d heard about disparate ecological zones appearing near one another.  But they were arranged in vertical succession in steep mountain ranges.  Here it was the dynamic shift in light, not elevation, that changed the flora.  One could literally walk from one ecosystem to the next.   
 
    Jaron stood next to a slow-moving river.  “Here is the peak vegetative zone in the Oldlands,” he stated. 
 
    “It looks like a jungle,” Taven replied, surveying the impassibly thick foliage on the other side of the river. 
 
    “If we continued forward,” Jaron said, “we would find ourselves in a miserably hot desert within an hour’s walk.  There’s no life there.” 
 
    “If we continued?” Taven repeated, confused. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jaron said with a smile.  “You didn’t think we were going to walk all the way into the hot zone, did you?” 
 
    “Well…sort of.  How else—” 
 
    “We’re walking there, alright.  But there’s no way to do it on the surface.  If we didn’t die of heat exhaustion before we reached the power station, we’d probably wish we had.  And besides, the station isn’t accessible from above ground.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Jaron pointed at a nearby hill, and Taven noticed a set of doors carved into the side of it.  “We go below,” Jaron said. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    JARON TUGGED ON the double doors that looked like they’d rusted shut.  “Give me hand, will ya?” Jaron asked. 
 
    This would have been a good time to have learned telekinesis, Taven thought. But the powers that be, the Joint Council to be exact, had Isham on a short leash.   
 
    Taven and Jaron grabbed hold of the bar that was affixed to one of the doors and pulled.  “Are you sure it’s unlocked?” Taven asked. 
 
    “It has to be,” Jaron said.  “When they voted for the cyber grid shutdown, the system was supposed to allow me entrance.  These doors had been locked from within.  The cyber grid’s all that’s keeping them shut.” 
 
    “Well either the people changed their minds or the cyber grid doesn’t like getting turned off.” 
 
    Jaron laughed at the idea of the cyber grid being autonomous, but the notion was no joke to Taven.  Anything this intelligent, this powerful—well, sentience seemed like a distinct possibility.  The discovery of the Sim-Verse and the fact that their entire lives were expressed in ones and zeros instantly refuted the idea that only organic lifeforms could be conscious.   
 
    “On three,” Taven said.  He counted and gave it his all on the mark.  The door swung open hard and fast, so much so that it seemed like someone had been holding it shut the whole time and had only then decided to release it, like a practical joke. 
 
    “Hard part’s over,” Jaron quipped. 
 
    “Let’s hope.” 
 
    Jaron turned on his flashlight and entered the dark, uninviting doorway.  Taven, still outside, could smell the corridor’s dank, stale air.  He started to follow Jaron inside but stopped.  Something caught his eye.  To his left in the distance, there was a shimmer.  Whatever it was seemed out of place in this world.   
 
    “You coming?” Jaron asked. 
 
    Taven knew he should come right away, that they were literally wasting time, but he couldn’t draw himself away from the shining object.  He switched to Gatekeeper vision and examined it from afar.  It wasn’t another Gatekeeper, but the object did glow orange in contrast with the dull yellow surrounding terrain.   
 
    “Is there something wrong?” Jaron asked, sounding alarmed. 
 
    Another second to contemplate—“No,” Taven said.  “Just something shiny.”  Taven entered the tunnel behind Jaron.   
 
    “Probably just a ceramic,” Jaron said.  “Once exposed, they develop a reflective glaze from the nonstop sun.  Kaleel used to collect them.” 
 
    “Are you allowed to keep stuff like that?”  
 
    Jaron made an unusual clicking sound with his tongue that Taven intuited was a colloquial gesture.  “Kairosians don’t care about old broken pottery,” Jaron dismissed. 
 
    They took a few steps further, and Taven asked, “Aren’t there lights down here?”   
 
    “They should be coming on automatically,” Jaron answered.  But they didn’t.  Not yet, anyway.  They had traveled only ten paces or so into this underground passageway, consisting of plain block walls and twisting conduit overhead.  Now, the entrance ended in a T.  They had to decide whether to go left or right. 
 
    Taven turned around and saw daylight struggling to reach them through the open entranceway.  He felt uneasy about proceeding further, but he told himself to get a grip.  He was a Gatekeeper after all.  He could jump away at any time. 
 
    Jaron, knowing the way, turned and began walking down the tunnel to the right.  Following behind, Taven asked, “What’s down the other way?”  
 
    “Dead end,” Jaron answered.  “A project that was never finished.” 
 
    Taven wondered what else the Kairosians had been up to.  What lay beyond the cyber grid?  Just then lights flickered overhead before going out again. 
 
    “I think they’re trying to come on,” Jaron whispered.  He smiled in the ambient glow of his flashlight.  “Just think, this is the first time they’ve been on in thousands of years.  It’s amazing they even flicker.”   
 
    Just then, as if on cue, the lights came on, rolling down the long corridor one segment at a time until reaching them and the tunnel entrance.  Only then did Taven realize how far they would be traveling.  The expanse down the corridor reminded him of holding one mirror up to another and looking into infinity.  The halogen lit tunnel’s diameter seemed to shrink in the distance, collapsing into a dim, yellow pinhole. 
 
    “We better get a move on,” Jaron said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Taven agreed, though he felt no less dread now that the lights were on.  But soon the trek became monotonous enough to calm his nerves, and he even contemplated trying to make a jump down the tunnel.  He could see where they were headed, after all.  Maybe he could move them along faster. 
 
    “So what’s after this?” Jaron asked, making small talk. 
 
    “Whatever the Joint Council dreams up,” Taven said.  “Wash toilets, scrub jumper bay floors.” 
 
    “Ah, it won’t be that bad, will it?” 
 
    “Probably not.  But it may be that pointless.  Officially, I’m to help Hewitt and Kenna search out the rest of Meta, which could take a lifetime.  So far, we’ve found little to write home about.” 
 
    “I chatted with Hewitt a few moments after our meeting—just tech talk.  He seemed encouraged by what you’ve discovered there.” 
 
    “He’d be excited reading the service manual for a Meyer Corp laundry bot.”   
 
    Jaron froze in his tracks.   
 
    “Sorry.  Bad joke,” Taven offered. 
 
    Jaron motioned for Taven to be quiet.  Taven wanted to ask what was wrong, or what it was that Jaron thought he’d heard.  But he kept silent and listened. 
 
    Then he heard it.  A low rumble.  It sounded electric, like a hydraulic pump turning on.  Surely, this wasn’t something to be concerned about, Taven thought. 
 
    But then something moved.  It was in the wall paneling some twenty paces or so up ahead.  Jaron scrambled to dig a blaster out of his sack.  
 
    “Can you freeze that?” Jaron pleaded. 
 
    “Freeze what?” Taven asked, but then he had his answer.  In front of them, what had looked like part of the wall stepped out into the tunnel.  Barely fitting its head under the ceiling, the robotic figure faced them.  It was as big as a slicer, the space vehicles Taven had used astro-mining.   
 
    “Hurry!” Jaron shouted as he searched frantically through his supplies. 
 
    Taven closed his eyes and tried to imagine the temporal bubble shrinking around them.  But he was rattled, and the sound of pounding footsteps approaching only made it harder. 
 
    Suddenly the footsteps stopped, and Taven opened his eyes, figuring he had done it.  To his surprise, the bot was standing there, towering over Jaron who had still never found his blaster. 
 
    “It’s a security bot,” Jaron said, out of breath.   
 
    “I can see that,” Taven replied.  “I thought you said the security had been disabled.” 
 
    The bot had a blaster in its hand, and Jaron reached out and took it.  The bot lowered its hand to its side.  “I guess this one got the message a little late,” Jaron said.  “Maybe it was hibernating like the rest of this place.  I guess it took a while after it came online to sync up with the cyber grid.” 
 
    “Wait, this thing isn’t a hologram like e-bikes.  Why’s there a tin can down here?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Because this machine was built before the cyber grid,” Jaron explained.  “There wasn’t enough power yet, nor had the technology advanced enough to synthesize objects.  E-bikes aren’t really holograms, you know.”   
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Taven said.  He’d heard him explain the difference before.  All Taven knew was that the cyber grid could make objects out of nothing more than energy.   
 
    “Let’s just hope the rest of these guys have gotten the message,” Jaron said. 
 
    “Rest of them?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d imagine the corridor’s full of security bots.” 
 
    “Alright, Ironsides,” Taven said, addressing the bot.  “You lead the way.  We’re going to the power station.  Keep your brothers from hurting us.  Got it?” 
 
    The machine bleeped and blooped, then turned and started marching down the corridor.  “That was easy,” Jaron said. 
 
    “Just like we planned it,” Taven grinned.  
 
    The impromptu trio continued down the tunnel.  Sure enough, new bots came out of the walls periodically.  But unlike the first bot, they seemed to recognize their new marching orders and never moved aggressively toward Jaron or Taven.   
 
    The bots weren’t the only parts of the passageway that came alive.  Overhead, between light fixtures, security blasters locked onto their position.  One false move, one incorrect one or zero, and Taven knew they’d be dead men.  It was hard to relax at the business end of a blaster, but Taven kept his eyes on their point man.  If Ironsides stood down, so would the rest of this station. 
 
    After what felt like more than an hour of walking on eggshells, they reached the end of the tunnel.  Ironsides stopped at the bottom of an ascending stairwell and stood against the tunnel’s side wall as if at attention.  “What’s his deal?” Taven asked. 
 
    “I’m assuming he’s programmed not to enter the power station proper,” Jaron answered, wiping sweat off his brow. 
 
    Taven noticed himself sweating too and said, “I guess I’m getting older.  When I was a kid, I could do this all day without breaking a sweat.” 
 
    “It’s the station,” Jaron started.  “We’re far into the Hot Zone now.  The temperature above ground is close to the boiling point of water.  And I’m afraid we’re only going to get warmer as we go up.” 
 
    Jaron began scaling the stairs, not waiting for more discussion.  He seemed driven, excited to be so close to the station.  But there was something else, something childlike in Jaron’s expression.  Taven could tell that for a moment he’d gotten lost in the adventure and had likely forgotten Eleazar and the second wave of Seekers yet to come. 
 
    The stairways turned back on itself, and Taven quickly lost count of how many stories they’d climbed.  He soon realized that Ironsides had probably stood down for practical reasons.  The stairwell was much narrower than the corridor, and the oversized mech would have had considerable trouble climbing it. 
 
    When they reached the top of the stairwell, they found double doors like those at the tunnel’s entranceway.  Jaron and Taven exchanged silent glances before trying the door.  Unlike before, this one opened easily.  In fact, once its handle was pressed, the door opened on its own, emitting a soft squeak.   
 
    Inside, the lights came on just like they had in the corridor earlier.  “Anybody home?” Taven asked.   
 
    “No one’s been in this room in a millennia,” Jaron said.  Jaron was thinking more out loud than answering Taven, and the words he breathed turned into indecipherable mumbling.  Jaron walked along the rows of chairs, each with a desk and computer station.  On the far wall was a display of many of the power station’s processes: charts, graphs, electronic gauges that meant nothing to Taven. 
 
    “It looks like the bridge of a starship,” Taven said. 
 
    Jaron turned, and it took a second before he was back in the present moment.  “Very similar,” he agreed.  “When the station was first built, Kairos had limited computing capabilities.  It took a full staff of engineers to run this place.  And then one day, just like the rest of Kairosian history, we reached a technological point of no return.  And we crossed it without a second thought.  The automated systems were put in place, and Kairos started to become the world it is today.” 
 
    Taven found all of this interesting, but he also knew they had come here to do a job. And time was ticking.  Taven just hoped that Jaron could actually turn everything off.  If it had once taken a full crew to operate, how could one man shut it down now? 
 
    “Can you do it?” Taven asked. 
 
    Jaron didn’t answer right away.  He was scanning the outer wall of the room, looking for something.  “The schematics I pulled up earlier don’t exactly match,” he muttered.  “They must have made changes part way through construction and never bothered to update the blueprints.” 
 
    “Is that going to stop you from—” Taven stopped.  His questions weren’t going to help matters. 
 
    Jaron continued searching, slowly shifting his body a foot at a time as he looked up and down each section of wall.  He continued in total silence, then stopped.  “There,” he said, exhaling like he’d been holding his breath.  Jaron moved quickly to his bag laying on the floor next to Taven.  He pulled out a cube shaped object and took it back to the wall.  
 
    Jaron raised the cube up to an indentation in the wall that Taven guessed was a charging port.  When it was close enough to almost touch the port, Jaron carefully released his grip of the cube.  The object floated there, seemingly suspended in midair. 
 
    “The EM junction lock has engaged,” Jaron said.  “Now let’s see if we can communicate with the mainframe.”   
 
    The way Jaron had said it made Taven even less sure this was going to work.  But moments later, there was a flash on the forward wall’s screen.  Jaron first glanced at it, then turned back smiling.  “We did it,” he announced. 
 
    Taven didn’t know what had changed on the screen or what it meant exactly.  “We shut down the cyber grid?” 
 
    “No,” Jaron answered, almost with disgust in his voice.  “But we can now.  When the time’s right.” 
 
    “Uh…what are you waiting for exactly?” 
 
    “For the signal,” Jaron said matter-of-factly.  He touched the headgear he was wearing.  “Ironically, next to the cyber grid’s energy source, we’re off grid here.  But it doesn’t mean we’re out of communication range.”   
 
    Jaron knelt at his bag and dug out a handheld device.  “Let’s see.  I spotted it earlier.”  He moved to one of the desks.  “There it is.”  He then placed the device into what looked like a receptacle designed precisely for it.   
 
    “With this, I can get updates in real time from Kairos,” he said.  He waved his hand, and a holographic screen popped up, much like the ones Taven had seen after Jaron’s speech.  “As soon as the Seekers arrive, I’ll know, and I’ll be able to shut everything down instantly,” he said. 
 
    Taven was confused.  “Why not just pull the plug now?  Why wait?” 
 
    Jaron chewed on his lip.  It was as if he was about to explain an embarrassing secret.  “You don’t understand what the cyber grid means,” he said, shaking his head.  “It’s not just augmented reality for us.  This has been part of daily life on Kairos for millennia.  Turning it off would be like eliminating all electricity and running water on Earth.  People just aren’t ready to live that way.” 
 
    Taven didn’t know what to say.  “Well, I guess I should go,” he began.  “Time waits for no man.  You know, the Seekers may have already begun their attack.  Until I drop the temporal field, there’s no way to know.  Are you sure you have what you need?  Food, water, the inter-sim comm?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jaron said, patting his sack of goodies.  “I’m all set.  And if I get bored, I’ve got—what did you call him, Ironsides?  Do you think he knows how to play Baloot?” 
 
    Taven let out a heartfelt laugh, and he was glad for the tension to be broken.  “I hope to see you again, my friend,” Taven said. 
 
    “Me too,” Jaron stated solemnly.   
 
    Then Taven turned, closed his eyes, and pictured the interior of the Braun Orbiter.  He started to create a portal, but he hesitated.  There was one last thing he needed to do before leaving Kairos, and he didn’t know why.  It was like a mental itch that would bug him until he scratched it.  And this might be his only chance to do it.  Taven changed the mental picture before creating a portal and jumping through.    
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    AS SOON AS Taven came out the other side of the portal, he checked the temporal bubble.  It had collapsed, just as he had expected.  Closing his eyes, he grabbed the high-pitched sound with his mind’s hand and pulled it down to the ground.   
 
    Satisfied he had caused no harm to Kairos or the mission at large, Taven opened his eyes and took in his surroundings.  He was back at the entrance of the tunnel leading to the power station, back in the Oldlands.   
 
    He felt suddenly alarmed, fearing that because time had passed that the sun would be setting or at least be in a different part of the sky.  But not only had he kept this sim frozen while he and Jaron had made their way to the power station, but this planet’s sun didn’t set.  There were no alternating days and nights here, only subtle changes in the angle of the sun over the course of seasons.   
 
    Taven looked left of the entrance and found the same shimmering object he’d seen before.  He had thought he might have to use his Gatekeeper vision to find it again, but there it was.  Why he felt drawn to this object, he didn’t know.  Maybe it was intrigue, profound interest in how Jaron had described Kairos’s prehistory.  Maybe he wished he could live a life like the ancient Kairosians, devoid of the trappings of technology and blissfully ignorant of the Sim-Verse.   
 
    As he walked toward it, the glimmer disappeared behind a monolithic stone ruin resembling something Taven had seen pictures of on Earth, maybe from Easter Island.  It had a doorway, half filled by silt and shade-loving vegetation, but its unfinished carved exterior made him think that the structure had been intended for ceremonial purposes instead of mere habitation.   
 
    Reaching the ruin, he placed his hand along its exterior.  The carvings were difficult to decipher, and not just because he couldn’t read ancient Kairosian.  The markings had eroded over time, and dirt, moss, and sprigs of grass filled the crevices. 
 
    Taven stepped around the stone structure and looked where he expected to find the reflective object.  The shimmer was now gone, but he didn’t need to search any further.  He’d found it, alright.  That much was sure.  But his harried mind couldn’t comprehend it.  It simply didn’t belong here.   
 
    The cockpit of the crashed slicer lay open, its clear glass hood raised and its pilot missing.  Taven stooped down and examined its interior, a space only large enough for one person to lie down in.  Most slicers he’d seen were nondescript, their pilots seeing them as mere tools for the job.  But this one was different, and he knew in an instant who its owner was. 
 
    Glued to the empty spaces between its digital gauges and comm screens were cut out pictures: scantily clad women, a canard-style race rocket, and a picture of a respectable looking older woman.  There was only one person he knew who could paste pictures of naked women next to his own mother’s photo.   
 
    “Mack,” Taven whispered. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    “JUST TELL ME what it’s doing there if Mack didn’t survive,” Taven demanded, standing and jamming his finger down onto the boardroom table. 
 
    Everyone was quiet.  Taven noticed they were avoiding eye contact with him, and he knew that none of them believed his friend was still alive.  Stafford was the only one interacting. 
 
    “You have to face facts, Taven,” Stafford said.  “The Kairosians would have picked up his signal by now if he was on the planet’s surface.” 
 
    “Not out there,” Taven challenged.  “The cyber grid doesn’t extend to the Oldlands.” 
 
    “I know you want to help Mack, but it’s highly unlikely he’s still alive,” Stafford said.  “The battle with Cat was months ago.  We assumed that Mack had perished along with the orb that was sent through to Kenna’s home world.  That’s where you told us you sent it.” 
 
    Taven shuddered at the memory of the orb, the object Cat had used to devour entire simulations. 
 
    “Is there any chance my simulation still exists?” Kenna asked calmly. 
 
    Hewitt chimed in.  “No, it was one of the first things we checked after the battle.  Meyer Corp wanted to be certain the orb had been destroyed.  I’m sorry to say, your world is lost.” 
 
    “If I’d sent Mack to Kairos, the orb would have gone there too,” Taven said.  “And clearly it didn’t.  Somehow—I don’t know how—Mack found a way to escape before the orb blew up.”  
 
    “Look,” Stafford said, “I’ll talk it over with Minister Dault when he comes back from his meetings on Earth.” 
 
    “Taven,” Isham said with a conciliatory tone, “I know you want Mack to be alive, but if things are the way you say they are on Kairos, he couldn’t have made it this long out there by himself.” 
 
    Taven shook his head and took his seat.  None of it made sense.  He just couldn’t accept that the impossible had happened—Mack had escaped destruction—only to wander around Kairos’s Oldlands and starve to death.   
 
    “I expect a full search when…”  Taven stopped short, knowing that there was no certainty that Kairos would prevail against the Seekers. 
 
    “There may be another way to get answers,” Stafford suggested. “That’s actually why we’re all here right now.  As important as your discovery is—and trust me, we’ll have our scientists examine the slicer and its contents for more clues—Hewitt and Kenna may be on to something even more important: a way to find Mack and defeat Eleazar at the same time.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to wait around for Dault?” Taven asked sarcastically.   
 
    “Minister Dault has been briefed on the situation and the Joint Council has already given its approval for our next steps,” Stafford said, seemingly unamused by Taven’s quip.  “Dr. Hewitt, please explain what you’ve found.” 
 
    “Sure,” the pudgy scientist began.  “Everywhere we looked, I kept running into references of someone that denizens of Meta believed had all the answers—some kind of final arbiter when there were Gatekeeper disputes.  For a long time, I suspected it was one of their members held in high esteem.  But that didn’t make sense.  She was given too much credence, too much authority to just be another Gatekeeper.” 
 
    “She?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Mother, to be exact,” Hewitt said.  “That’s what they called her.  Kind of weird if you ask me, but anyway.  It all clicked the last time Kenna and I were examining a section of paneling.  I noticed the interior conduit was already exposed and easy to access.  When I saw the data after we switched it on—only for a split second, mind you—I realized that Mother wasn’t a Gatekeeper; she’s a subroutine inside what can be best understood as a modeling construct.” 
 
    “We think,” Stafford said, taking over, “that this Mother is some sort of guide that Gatekeepers consulted with for answers.” 
 
    “More than that,” Hewitt went on, “the modeling construct appears able to emulate other sims.” 
 
    “That sounds like nonsense,” Taven said.  “What do you mean simulate a sim?” 
 
    “I mean run a concurrent simulation in order to forecast the future,” Hewitt almost squealed.  He clearly was eating this up.  “The modeling construct is like a predictive algorithm.  The Gatekeepers must have used it to know which way to go when they had an especially difficult problem policing the Sim-Verse.” 
 
    Taven sat there for a second, trying to take it all in, before saying, “Well, what are we waiting on?  This Mother can tell us how to beat Eleazar, and how to find Mack.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Stafford said.  “Our problem is energy.” 
 
    “I was only able to power the construct for a split second,” Kenna said.  “The draw was too great for me.” 
 
    “When Meta was fully operational it had a core,” Hewitt explained, “which we first thought was its main computer.  Now we know it was more like a buffer for the city’s power supply.  That’s why Kenna is still able to activate sections of the city.  It’s computing power, constructs, and circuits—they’re all still intact.  They just lack power.” 
 
    “I know all of this,” Taven complained.  “What are we going to do about it?” 
 
    Taven expected General Stafford to take back over, but clearly there was no known plan.  Because the military man turned and faced Hewitt as if expecting an answer. 
 
    “There is a way,” Hewitt began.  “We’ve never done it before, but there’s no reason it wouldn’t work if we had enough resources and enough time.” 
 
    “Why don’t you try telling us, and then we’ll decide if it’s a good idea or not,” Stafford admonished. 
 
    “Right,” Hewitt said quickly.  “Dyson spheres.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Taven complained. “People have talked about those forever.  There’s a reason no one ever built one.” 
 
    “The reason,” Hewitt argued, “was because we only have one sun in our solar system.  It was too extreme a project, and it never got enough popular support.  But now, we don’t have to use our sun.  We can go harness some uninhabited sub-sim’s star and channel its energy back here.  Not only that, but using a sub-sim means we can operate in a faster simulation; it would take far less time to construct, relatively speaking.  And time is of the essence.” 
 
    “Dr. Hewitt,” Stafford said sternly, “please be specific about this Dyson sphere.”  
 
    Taven realized the general didn’t know what a Dyson sphere was. 
 
    “Sure,” Hewitt replied, his tone professorial.  “Dyson spheres are a theoretical invention, structures designed to fully encapsulate a star.  The sphere is created thousands of miles from the star’s surface.  But once completed, it’s capable of turning nearly one hundred percent of the star’s radiant energy into usable power.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t one of these spheres block out all of a star’s light?” Stafford said, puzzled. 
 
    “Precisely!” Hewitt exclaimed.  “Capturing it for our purposes.” 
 
    “And we can build one?” Stafford asked. 
 
    “We can build several,” Hewitt said. 
 
    “But how are you going to send the power back to Meta?” Taven objected.  “It’s not like you can hook up cables between different simulations.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s not so hard,” Hewitt said, with a childish smile.  “Our friend Cat—” 
 
    Kenna made a guttural sound like she was about spit in disgust. 
 
    “Oh, right,” Hewitt said, recovering from the interjection.  “Anyway, Cat left the Kairosians the inter-sim comm technology.  The same way we talk to Jaron on Kairos while we’re here on Earth is the same way energy can be transmitted from a sub-sim to Meta.  It really just takes a mild adjustment to send energy instead of information.  Everything in the Sim-Verse is energy, after all.  Matter is…an illusion.”  Hewitt looked off, lost in reverie.   
 
    “And you can find suitable simulations?” Stafford asked. 
 
    “Sure,” Hewitt said.  “With Kenna’s help, I can search Meta’s library and find several in a matter of minutes.” 
 
    “And you can use Meyer Corp’s—” Stafford corrected himself.  “You can use the Joint Council’s fleet to accomplish all of this?” 
 
    “It should be rather simple,” Hewitt answered.  “No harder than navigating to the Belt and back.  The biggest hurdle will be modifying the jumper’s inter-sim drive to accommodate the larger starships, but…I’ve been working on this problem for quite a while.  And if you give me the green light, I’m confident we can equip the ships quickly.” 
 
    Stafford was quiet for a second.  “This will be a hard sell with the Joint Council,” he finally confessed. 
 
    “What, they don’t want our ships jumping to other sims?” Taven asked. 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Stafford said.  “Except between Meta and Earth, they don’t want any jumpers traveling between sims right now.  They fear that if one is captured by Seekers, they’ll access Earth’s frequency on the jump drive.” 
 
    “That’s a fair assessment,” Isham offered.  “It’s only a matter of time before one is captured.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how are we supposed to fight them if we stay here?  We’re like sitting ducks,” Taven argued. 
 
    “No one said you couldn’t travel,” Stafford said, almost with a twinkle in his eye.  For the first time Taven had noticed, Stafford appeared to be bending the rules, going around the system via a technicality.  “You don’t have a jump drive with Earth’s frequency on it, Taven.  And you can jump out of harm’s way anytime you want.” 
 
    “So send me back to Kairos then,” Taven insisted.  “At least I can do some good while you try to get the Dyson spheres built.” 
 
    Stafford turned to Kenna and Hewitt.  “Do you both understand what to do next?” 
 
    They stood up and said they did.  “I’ll send word as soon as we locate proper simulations for the project,” Hewitt promised.  
 
    After they had left, Stafford walked over to the corner of the boardroom and picked up a small black suitcase.  It was plain, so inconspicuous, in fact, that Taven hadn’t noticed it until then.  Stafford brought it to the table, and as he did, Taven noticed it had two adjustable shoulder straps in addition to the handle.  The general was taking unusual care with the suitcase, placing it down gently before unlocking the two clasps.  After it was open, he turned it around for them to see its contents. 
 
    “A bomb?” Taven asked, shocked. 
 
    “A U-235 tactical nuclear weapon, to be more exact,” Stafford replied. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Isham said. 
 
    “These are powerful enough to blow up an entire city, maybe even a small nation,” Taven explained.  “It’s enough to give Eleazar a really bad day.” 
 
    “I don’t mean any of that,” Isham responded.  “I just mean, why do you need Taven’s help?  You certainly don’t need mine.  The Joint Council could send one of these bombs in a jumper to any sim they’d like.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” Stafford said.  “We’ve tried using the frequency you gave us for Eleazar’s palace sim.  There’s nothing there now.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Taven said, standing up.  He closed his eyes and imagined the front gate of Eleazar’s palace.  Try as he may, he couldn’t open a portal. 
 
    “What’d I tell you?” Stafford chided.   
 
    “He has shifted it,” Isham said, sounding unsurprised.  “It’s the logical thing to do.” 
 
    “Why don’t I know how to do that yet?” Taven muttered. 
 
    “If I knew how, I’d tell you,” Isham promised.   
 
    “Yeah, yeah.  We’ve been through this already,” Taven said. 
 
    “We still think we can reach Eleazar’s sim,” Stafford continued.  “We’re hopeful it’s still there, part of the Ghost City index.” 
 
    “Wait, he changed his sub-sim’s frequency but not the primary sim above it?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Apparently,” Stafford said.  “We intended to send a recon team, but then the Joint Council’s restriction on inter-sim jumps came through and shelved the mission.  But the project itself is still greenlighted.”  He had that same look in his eye that told Taven this was a loophole Stafford was intentionally leaving open. 
 
    “Why not blow up the entire Ghost City index?” Taven asked when it occurred to him. 
 
    Stafford frowned.  “That’s a lot of innocent lives.  As much as I appreciate the strategic advantage of blowing the primary sim, the loss of trillions of souls is still an unacceptable price to pay for an uncertain victory.  We have to be different, better than the monster we’re fighting.” 
 
    “But they’re all Seekers,” Taven countered. 
 
    “Not all of them,” Stafford said.  “At least the last time anyone went through the Ghost City index, there were still sub-sims that hadn’t been conquered by Eleazar’s forces.” 
 
    “And just because someone is a Seeker,” Isham added, “it doesn’t mean they are evil.  It’s difficult to appreciate the pressures placed on people to convert.” 
 
    Taven wanted to say that the Seekers were directly responsible for the mass genocide of hundreds, maybe thousands of worlds and that if only they would say no to their master, Eleazar would become powerless, or nearly so.  But he bit his lip.  Isham did know more about the Seekers than anyone else.  And now wasn’t the time for a debate. 
 
    “That’s precisely why we want you to go with Taven,” Stafford told Isham.  “You have insights into this world that no one else does.  Together, you’ve been tasked with finding the new frequency of Eleazar’s sub-sim and delivering this nuclear device.  Gain what intelligence you can.  But whatever happens—”  Stafford stopped, his stone-cold stare unnerving Taven.  Then the general’s hard veneer cracked, and he grinned.  “Do some damage out there.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    ELEAZAR STOOD LIKE a statue above his massive army of marching men who appeared to be ants from this high up.  But of course, the blind Gatekeeper could have seen none of that without his Eyes.   
 
    Much had changed for Mikel since he was in the service of Cat.  He supposed it had made sense; he was the best, most qualified person for the job.  How many people in the Sim-Verse had worked for a Gatekeeper? he wondered.  How many were still alive?   
 
    Of course, it wasn’t all by accident he was employed by his new master.  After Cat’s defeat, after digging himself out of the rubble in Kairos, Mikel had made his escape, jumping away from Kairos and the retribution that always accompanies revolutions.  He had searched diligently through the sims that Cat had taught him about, until he’d found the Seekers and won an audience with the Great Father himself.  It had all been an extraordinary gamble, one that would have undoubtedly either cost him his life or gain him the position of power that he now possessed. 
 
    Perched on the observation tower above the assembling troops, Mikel stood beside Eleazar.  He was the Great Father’s Eyes now.  For as long as he had watched this scene unfold, it never ceased to amaze Mikel.  Never, not on Kairos—not on any sim that Cat had shown him—had he seen such artifice.  This world, crafted by the imagination and technological know-how of the blind Gatekeeper himself, was unlike any world he’d ever seen.  It was a city of glass, crystalline structures, oozing with technology.  Mikel imagined it was like Meta, the city of the Gatekeepers, but that was only a guess.  He hoped someday he would learn if he was right. 
 
    Down below, a massive circle was hewn out of the crystalline substrate.  It reminded Mikel of an ancient well, except this was large enough for entire starships to pass through.   
 
    “The next wave is ready and waiting, Sire,” Mikel announced.  
 
    “Excellent,” Eleazar breathed.  Mikel smelled the stale breath of the blind Gatekeeper, and he wondered if the old man had been holding it for hours, like the air that he had exhaled was from another time, made of something different than what everyone else breathed.  Maybe air changed inside the Gatekeeper’s lungs.  Or maybe it was just his imagination. 
 
    “Send them through,” Eleazar said calmly. 
 
    Mikel stepped to the nearby command module.  It was one of many in this sim.  Requiring a Gatekeeper code, only Mikel or the Great Father himself could access them.  After punching in the command, the crystal circle below glowed white, the brightness of which made Mikel squint his eyes. 
 
    Eleazar moved forward to the edge of the pedestal.  There was no railing, nothing that would prevent someone from falling off the edge to a certain death below.  Mikel started to lunge forward, to protect the old man from falling off, but Eleazar lifted his hand to one side, stopping his assistant. 
 
    With an otherworldly voice that was louder and deeper than normal, Eleazar spoke.  “My children.  This is your day.  Your opportunity.  Look around you at the splendor of this hall.  This is nothing!  Nothing in comparison to what the Makers have withheld from you, from all of us!  Together we climb!” 
 
    The shouts of thousands rose in chorus below: 
 
    “TOGETHER WE RISE!”  
 
    At that, a legion of troops rushed the glowing circle, falling into it and disappearing.  Mikel watched as armored vehicles, troop carriers, jet fighters, and small space-to-ground craft rolled into sight at the rear of the hall.  This was the Sim-Verse’s largest military installation, and now that the forward guard was dispatched, more of Eleazar’s military might had come into view. 
 
    They stood there, still, waiting for what, Mikel didn’t know.  The old man seemed to never tire of this scene: conquest, expansive power. 
 
    Out the corner of his eye, Mikel saw blindfolded Eleazar turn his head quickly, as if he’d picked up an alarming scent.  Mikel didn’t dare move but maintained his forward gaze. 
 
    “Out with it,” Eleazar spat. 
 
    “Sire, what is it?” Mikel said, finally turning. 
 
    “I sense duplicity in you.  Either you are planning against me—” 
 
    “I would never—” 
 
    “Or,” the old man said, silencing Mikel, “you have unanswered questions.” 
 
    Mikel knew it was the latter, but he feared questioning Eleazar.  Any hint of insubordination would be dealt with swiftly and severely. 
 
    “Forgive me, Father.  It is just…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Why all of this?” Mikel asked, raising his hands upward.  “I know why we shifted frequencies of sub-sims, but why move your central command here?  I don’t mean to question your judgement; I know your wisdom is great.  It’s simply that I don’t yet understand the purpose of all of this.” 
 
    “What specifically doesn’t make sense, child?” 
 
    It was the most tender sounding words Mikel had ever heard Eleazar speak, and it surprised him.   
 
    “I haven’t been with you long,” Mikel began, “but I know you have been climbing steadily out of exile for thousands of years.  And you’ve had a tried and true method, a protocol you haven’t broken all this time.  But now, you have moved to a new sim with elegant, extravagant displays; you send troops in without the use of jumpers; you’re adding advanced weaponry and craft to your armies.  Why?” 
 
    Eleazar smiled.  “This is why you were chosen to by my Eyes, Mikel.  You truly see what others cannot.  The reason I have employed simple military strategies is the same reason my people have chosen humble standards of living.  They rely on the meager resources of the so-called natural world, that which the Makers gave most populated sims.  It has been my desire to use these simple means to reach the Makers.  Changing their minds—that’s unimportant now.  Indicting them, shoving our impoverishment in their faces, making them acknowledge the whip they’ve put to our backs—that’s what matters now.  Either the Makers repent of their treachery, or we will destroy the Sim-Verse, end our suffering, and spoil their games.” 
 
    Mikel was quiet for a moment.  The old man hadn’t fully answered Mikel’s question.  Softly, he asked, “But why the change, why are we suddenly employing the new technology?” 
 
    “First, it lets my people glimpse a shadow of what the Makers have denied them, denied all of us.  But more importantly, natural lifespans are now a factor.  If we let certain people die before we can use them to our advantage…the ground we would lose may take centuries to regain.”   
 
    Eleazar turned to Mikel and grasped his shoulders with both hands.  Though Mikel couldn’t see Eleazar’s covered eyes, he felt the Gatekeeper’s penetrating gaze.   
 
    “Mikel,” Eleazar spoke before his voice turned otherworldly.  “Our opportunity is now!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    TAVEN HAD ALMOST gotten used to the inebriation, the moment after traveling through a portal when he didn’t know his name, didn’t remember where he’d come from or where he was going.  Isham, it seemed, had had less practice and was clearly more disoriented. 
 
    “It’s not the same as using a jumper, is it?” Taven asked. 
 
    Glassy eyed, Isham snapped into reality.  “Uh, no.  But I don’t know why it would be any different to use a Gatekeeper’s portal.” 
 
    “Mysteries of the Sim-Verse,” Taven enunciated sardonically.   
 
    Quickly, Taven shifted his attention to their surroundings.  They could have landed inside the Ghost City index building, that tall cavernous skyscraper containing all the primary’s sub-sims.  But he had decided to come here instead, the edge of the city, like he had every time.   
 
    Previously it had been unintentional: first a choice Cat had made for him, and eventually his own little unspoken tradition—something he could keep the same in an ever-changing reality.  But today, Taven had come this way for another reason.  They needed to take precautions.  If Eleazar had shifted his sub-sim’s frequency, it was possible that the Seekers had also found a way out of the sub-sims and now occupied the Ghost City itself. And besides, jumping directly into the index hall wouldn’t necessarily solve their problems anyway.  If they knew which sub-sim Eleazar was now in—or what frequency he was using—they wouldn’t need to come here at all.  What they really needed now was intel. 
 
    “Better get a move on,” Taven said, shouldering the suitcase nuke with its two slender straps. 
 
    “Right,” Isham said.  But he didn’t move, and Taven knew he was using his own, limited Gatekeeper vision to scan their surroundings. 
 
    “Anybody home?” Taven asked. 
 
    “I don’t see any Gatekeeper signatures,” Isham answered.  “But we’re not alone.” 
 
    Taven was afraid of that. “Over here—on the edge of the road,” Taven suggested as they moved toward the city’s visible skyline.   
 
    Taven had wondered the same thing before: why was the Ghost City surrounded by jungle, and why was there a road that ran into it?  Why wasn’t the city just self-contained?  There had been no one here for a really long time, it seemed.  And the city was automated, self-preserving.  Maybe the previous inhabitants—before they disappeared into the sub-sims—had settled the entire planet, much like earth.  These old roads may have all gone somewhere once: the suburbs?  Other cities, perhaps? 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Isham said, stopping. 
 
    Taven listened.  His ears were ringing like they always did when he hadn’t slowed down a sim.  Then he heard it: first a rhythmic huffing sound.  It reminded him of the beast that Eleazar had shown him down inside the cavern.  But then he heard a high-pitched screech.   
 
    “There.” Taven pointed toward a puffball of smoke in the distance. 
 
    “Whatever it is,” Isham said, using his Gatekeeper vision, “it’s coming our way.”     
 
    “In the bush,” Taven directed, and they both scurried off the road into the nearby overgrowth.  As they crouched, Taven felt the humid, sticky air, and he couldn’t help but think about creepy crawly creatures that might live here.  The increasingly loud huffing sound drew his attention away from the imagined threat. 
 
    “Some kind of Seeker machine?” Taven asked Isham. 
 
    Isham still had the faraway look in his eyes, still scanning the oncoming party.  “Nothing I’ve ever seen before,” he replied. 
 
    “I guess we’re in for a surprise,” Taven said matter-of-factly.  He touched the nuke case on his back, though he didn’t know why.  What was he going to do with it here, set it off and run? 
 
    Seconds later the rhythmic sound became extremely loud, and Taven could barely control the urge to creep out and take a closer look.  But then there was a blur as the machine ran past them on the road.  They could only see it for a second as it passed the narrow window of cleared vegetation.   
 
    “Come on,” Taven gestured, moving forward to take a closer look.   Together, they crawled on their hands and knees to the road and watched as the vehicle, running on treads like a bulldozer, motored away toward who-knows-where.  A team of operators rode on the vehicle’s forward section which looked as long as one of Meyer Corp’s small mining craft.  Additional crew were scattered about its perimeter, hanging on precariously like they’d climbed aboard a trolley.   
 
    “Those are Seekers alright,” Taven said.  “I can still see their helmets from here.” 
 
    “Those are Seeker uniforms,” Isham agreed, “but I’ve never seen one of those vehicles before.”  
 
    “Steam power?” Taven guessed.  “It’s chugging smoke out its exhaust like a locomotive.  I thought Eleazar didn’t allow stuff like that.” 
 
    “So did I,” Isham said softly, sounding as surprised as Taven. 
 
    They both stayed there, still on their hands and knees, and watched as the monstrous vehicle became a tiny speck down the road.  The huffing sound was almost gone now, and only an occasional whistle was heard accompanying new dots of smoke. 
 
    Taven heard a crunch behind them.  But before he could turn around, he heard a man’s voice.   
 
    “Don’t move.  I have a blaster and I will use it.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    “IT’S YOUR GO,” Jaron said.  His new Baloot partner had learned the rules just fine, but he never seemed to know when Jaron’s turn had ended.   
 
    “You see something I don’t?” Jaron queried Ironsides, wondering if there were points to be made that he had missed. 
 
    The battle bot made a sudden erect gesture like it was surprised by the question.  It was unfortunate, Jaron thought, that the Kairosian builders of the cyber grid had deemed it unimportant to give these battle bots speech programming.  They were certainly capable of understanding language; they just couldn’t generate it themselves. 
 
    Jaron glanced at his remote monitor, hanging on a pipe on the wall next to them.  He had rigged this up so that he could come down from the power station’s control room, escaping the heat and gaining some robotic companionship, but still be notified as soon as the Seekers had landed. 
 
    Ironsides took his hand of Baloot cards and skipped through them superhumanly fast.  Despite his giant boxy hands, he made it look easy, shuffling through the two-inch diameter circular cards.  The bot wasn’t reading the card faces, Jaron noticed; he was counting, their values already memorized.  Ironside stopped, retrieved the chosen card and raised it to his face.  This apparently was easier than bending down to look at the cards as people would.  Once sure he’d selected the right one, Ironsides swiftly delivered the card with a loud pound to the floor. 
 
    “Easy,” Jaron said.  “We gotta work on your delivery.  Not everything has to be punched, you know.”  Of course, Ironsides probably didn’t know that.  He was a battle bot, and as far as Jaron could figure, they were designed for one purpose and one purpose only.  These antiquated relics were sometimes referenced in popular entertainment, but otherwise, the cyber grid itself, along with its myriad of security modules had replaced the old bots.  Instead of a mad machine enforcing the law, the cyber grid merely taxed, ticketed, and otherwise infringed one’s freedom and resources as necessary.  The idea was that curtailing illegal behavior at the outset was more effective than waiting for it to fester and balloon into something more sinister.  Jaron wondered how life had been before, when morality was more of a choice rather than a necessity.  He wondered if what he and the rest of Kairos had decided was moral was really that, or whether the majority rule was just another tyrant, the popular consensus assuming sovereignty like the so-called primitive kings from the Oldlands. 
 
    Ironsides bleeped.  And Jaron woke from his daydreaming.  He began to draw a card, but as he reached for one from the pile, he noticed that his bot companion had discarded the exact card he’d been searching for.  He felt a tingle of excitement but then saw Ironside’s full hand laying face up on the floor.   
 
    “You beat me again!” Jaron exclaimed.  “I understand you can count cards and all, but this goes against all odds.  You’re cheating.” 
 
    Ironsides blooped in defense.  It was subtle, but Jaron thought he detected sarcasm in the electronic  tone.   
 
    Then the bot made more ecstatic beeps.  Jaron dropped his cards and raised his hands.  “Alright.  Alright.  You win.  You don’t have to rub it in.” 
 
    Ironsides didn’t stop, and quickly Jaron realized something was wrong.  He turned to the remote monitor, and saw social feeds streaming, all with similar messages:  
 
    SEEKERS HAVE ARRIVED 
 
    Jaron jumped, scrambling to his feet so fast he nearly tripped.  He lunged to the remote monitor, clinging to it as if he would fall otherwise.  Quickly, he scrolled screens and mashed the command to turn off the cyber grid.   
 
    The screen faded for a second, and he realized it was processing the command, the remote link taking more time to upload the message than he had counted on.  Maybe it was because he was down here, underground.  Maybe the twenty plus feet of concrete blocked the signal.   
 
    He grabbed the remote and lifted it off the pipe on which it hung and began running with it up the staircase.  But then he saw the monitor’s screen change.  It asked if he was sure he wanted to shut down. 
 
    “Yes!” he screamed, mashing the screen over and over impatiently. 
 
    When it did nothing, he resumed running up the stairs with the monitor.  He kept switching his gaze from the monitor to the steps.  He felt nauseated, and he wasn’t sure if it was because he was switching back and forth so much or because he believed he was blowing Kairos’s only chance of victory. 
 
    The lights flickered, and he saw the monitor’s screen change.  He stopped and watched it.  It read: 
 
    COMMENCING SHUT DOWN 
 
    Then, a moment later, all the lights went out except for the glow of the monitor in Jaron’s hands.  He was aware of the power going off, and though he hadn’t expected it to shut off here in the station, he didn’t care.  All that mattered was what came next on the screen. 
 
    He waited, and when the message finally came, he exhaled in relief: 
 
    CYBER GRID DISABLED 
 
    “Yes…” Jaron breathed, the tension flowing out of him.  He hoped it wasn’t too late.  He didn’t think it was, but there was no way to know at this moment.  The fighting was out there, miles away, and he had to simply wait to hear from those on the front lines, those that had communication devices that would send signals this far. 
 
    He thought about going upstairs to the station.  He knew there was an uplink to satellite imagery.  He could probably watch the battle in real time if he chose to.  He felt a quiver in his gut return, the threat of nausea coming back, and he decided watching wouldn’t change anything.   
 
    He lifted his eyes from the glow of the monitor screen.  Not only were the lights out all around him, but his eyes were poorly adapted to the dark and he couldn’t make out his surroundings.  He had packed additional lights in his bag, but they were upstairs along with the rest of his supplies. 
 
    “Ironsides, are you still alive?” 
 
    He heard distant beeping, a confirmation. 
 
    “What about lights?  Do you battle bots have those too?” 
 
    A second later, he saw the warm yellow radiance of Ironsides’s light.  “Good,” he said, feeling an unexpected wave of optimism come over him.  “Now, how about another game of Baloot?  But no cheating this time.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    “MOVING INTO POSITION,” Kenna said over the comm.   
 
    “10-4.  Roger that,” Hewitt answered.  Kenna could just barely make out the outline of his figure, standing on the observation bay of the MC 12, one of Meyer Corp’s retired mining ships.  She noticed that he seemed to enjoy using the antiquated jargon of Earth’s primitive communication’s past, or at least that was the explanation he had given for his strange nonsensical responses. 
 
    She watched as the drone raced with the hafnium carbonitride paneling that was more than ten times its size toward the nearby star.  One side of the paneling resembled the hull of a mining ship: dull grey, metallic.  The other side had a reflective sheen, and she knew it was this side that would catch the solar radiation.   
 
    As the panel got closer, the star’s light came into direct view, and her ship’s observation bay window instantly tinted to protect her eyes.   
 
    “Cancel auto tint,” she instructed the computer.  It obeyed, and the star’s piercing light made her squint.  But at least she could see the drone and panel.   
 
    “Good buddy, you’re going in too fast,” Hewitt warned. 
 
    Kenna didn’t respond.  This wasn’t the first panel she’d installed, and she’d rather gotten the hang of it by now.   
 
    “Display paneling grid,” she said.  The computer chirped, and then she saw red lines drawn over the nearly completed orb.  These lines showed the seams of the sphere, the places where the panels were attached to one another.  There was a small pinhole, the final, dazzlingly bright missing piece of the Dyson sphere’s shell through which the star seemed to expend all its luminous efforts.         
 
    Kenna slowed the drone, using the manual controls on the dashboard where she stood.  “Zoom in,” she instructed the computer.  Instantly, the observation bay window changed its aspect, cropping out the perimeter of her view.   
 
    She twisted her controls counterclockwise, rotating the paneling so that it matched up correctly with the blazing white light.  “Insert,” she said.  And she took her hands off the controls. 
 
    Kenna watched as the drone extended its four telescopic sensors, each reaching to the edge of the paneling.  Once having a clear line of sight with the installed panels, the drone adjusted itself slightly and slowly moved forward.     
 
    “There it goes.  Over,” Hewitt pronounced as the last piece of the Dyson sphere clicked into place.  Instantly, the drone released the panel and zipped back toward Kenna’s ship.  
 
    “Okay,” Hewitt said.  “Time to put the hammer down.  All this energy needs someplace to go.”   
 
    Kenna shifted her view so she could see both the MC 12 and the sphere.  Space suddenly seemed very dark now, the running lights on Hewitt’s craft burning bright red. 
 
    Then she watched as a drone flew at top speed from the MC 12’s cargo bay toward the sphere.  It looked empty; it certainly wasn’t carrying a panel.  But she knew better. 
 
    “Okay,” Hewitt announced.  “Time to turn it all on.” 
 
    “Are you sure the energy will transfer properly to Meta?” Kenna asked.  “It will not destroy the city, will it?”  It was unlike her to blurt out her thoughts this way, but the risk seemed too great.     
 
    Hewitt chuckled over the comm.  “Back it down, good buddy.  No chance of that.”  She didn’t understand why he’d chosen to persist with this confusing jargon.   
 
    “The inter-sim power relay is hyper efficient,” Hewitt explained, “as if there were no impedance to speak of.  Which, I guess, makes sense.  We’re not actually using wires.  All of the Sim-Verse, whatever is physical, exists on a Maker supercomputer somewhere.  We’re never more than a few inches away from where we want to go.” 
 
    “I am concerned about the energy,” Kenna remarked.  “Energy cannot sit idling by.  It must move.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Hewitt replied.  “You are correct.  But Meta is starved for energy right now.  Even with this entire star’s output, there’s no chance we’ll overload Meta’s capacity.  It would take a thousand suns to get the whole city fully operational.  Right now, the best we can hope for is to get a few more spheres built and direct  power to sections of the city, utilizing Meta a piece at a time.” 
 
    Hewitt’s drone reached the Dyson sphere and began hovering along its surface as if it were confused. 
 
    “Blast it!” Hewitt said.  “I forgot to enter the panel number for the relay junction.  Hang on while I look up the—" 
 
    “BR656-207-MC3,” Kenna said. 
 
    “Um…you sure about that?  You got it in front of you or something?” 
 
    “You mentioned the panel earlier when we installed it,” Kenna replied.  She didn’t understand why Hewitt was surprised or why he couldn’t remember the number himself.   
 
    “But how did you remember?  I mean, that’s a long number.  You got a photographic memory or something?” 
 
    Kenna began to explain that her memory was normal on her planet, that her people never utilized technology for the retention of information.  But Hewitt went on, saying, “There it is.  You’re right.  Engaging relay junction now.  Over.” 
 
    Maybe her mind did work differently than most others, or maybe it was just the culture she belonged to.  She couldn’t be sure.  She was just glad to have something to offer.  It had seemed for some time that except for her energy abilities, she was a stranger in a strange land, with little technical know-how or skills that others had.  She’d picked up a few things, learned what she could.  But the learning curve had been steep, and she continued to seem valued primarily for her ability to power up small sections of Meta by hand.  She wondered, after Hewitt got more of these spheres operational, if the Joint Council would need her services at all. 
 
    “Yeehaw!” shouted Hewitt over the comm.  To Kenna, his distorted voice sounded like he was in pain. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Kenna asked, concerned. 
 
    “Alright?  It’s better than alright,” he answered.  “We just got ourselves three hundred eighty-four yottawatts of power.”   
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    TAVEN AND ISHAM looked at each other out of the corners of their eyes, being sure not to turn their heads.  Isham slowly reached for his blaster’s holster. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” the man said.  “Hands up.  Rise to your feet.” 
 
    Taven and Isham obeyed. 
 
    “Now turn slowly and show yourselves.” 
 
    Taven and Isham studied each other’s face.  Taven grinned, and Isham nodded.  Then Taven closed his eyes and pulled down the sound of the sim.  “Okay,” he said.  “It’s safe.” 
 
    They turned around to see two Seeker soldiers frozen before them.  They each had their blasters drawn.  “What do you make of it all?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Obviously, Eleazar got out of the sub-sims,” Isham replied.  “We knew he’d found Jaron’s sim.”  
 
    “You think he just got lucky?” Taven said.  “I suppose it was just a matter of time before he found the Ghost City too.” 
 
    “No,” Isham answered, shaking his head, “Eleazar knew these worlds from long ago.  The only reason he wasn’t already in this primary sim was because of Meta and the Gatekeepers’ rules.” 
 
    “And I let him know that Meta was down.” 
 
    Isham sighed.  “You had no other choice.  Cat was destroying the entire Sim-Verse.  You made a deal with a demon, but who could blame you?” 
 
    “And now we’re paying the price,” Taven said, stepping in between the frozen soldiers.  “What size do you wear?”  
 
    “Size?” Isham asked, clearly confused.  Taven remembered that Isham had lived his whole life in the agrarian societies that Eleazar governed.  There were no sizes of clothes there as there are in industrial societies.  Either one made their own clothes, or a tailor made them for you, custom fit. 
 
    “You look like you could wear this guy’s outfit.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Isham said.  “I don’t like where you’re going with this.” 
 
    “It might work.  We won’t know until we try it,” Taven pressed.  “What’s the alternative, freezing everyone we run into?” 
 
    Isham stared Taven down for a moment.  It was the sternest look Taven had ever seen from his always helpful assistant.  Finally, Isham capitulated.  “I suspect the trousers will be a little baggy.” 
 
    Taven smiled and slapped the young man on the back.  “Let’s hurry.  I didn’t slow the whole sim.  Just these guys.” 
 
    After they disrobed and exchanged clothes with the frozen men, Taven and Isham carried the two Seekers over to the tree line.   
 
    Taven put on a Seeker’s helmet.  “What do you think?” he asked, turning and posing for Isham.   
 
    “Revolting,” Isham pronounced.  “I never dreamed I’d wear Seekers clothes again.”  He threw his helmet on the ground.  “These aren’t exactly what I used to wear, but maybe they will pass.” 
 
    “You don’t happen to have any rope, do you?” Taven said, pointing with his thumb back at the frozen Seekers. “We need to tie them up or something.  I don’t want to keep them frozen from a far distance.  And besides, if we enter a sub-sim, they’ll unfreeze and yap their mouths.” 
 
    “No need,” Isham said as he stepped forward toward the two frozen men who now had their backs facing Taven and Isham.  Isham took out his Seeker blaster and raised it to the back of one of their heads. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Taven said.  “No one said anything about—” 
 
    Before Taven could finish, Isham hit the Seeker in the back of the head with the butt of his blaster.  Then he quickly did the same for the other soldier before turning around and saying, “That should do it.  You can release them now.  They’ll be out for some time.” 
 
    “Where’d you learn to do that?” Taven asked.  But Isham gave no answer.  Instead he began walking the road toward the skyscraper city.   
 
    “I see someone,” Isham said.  “Let me do all the talking, but be ready…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.  I know,” Taven assured. This was a gamble, but they had to do it.  The Great Father’s Eyes, the position that Isham once held, was seen more often than Eleazar himself.  And unlike an electronic world, news in the Seeker sims traveled by word of mouth, slowly.  The hope was that Seekers would still think Isham was in charge and that Eleazar, vain as he was, would not have widely announced Isham’s betrayal.   
 
    Taven found it hard to hang back, trailing behind Isham, but it was necessary for the plan to work.  It needed to look like he was subservient to Isham, though he wished he could be out front, protecting him. 
 
    After some time, Taven spotted Seekers on both sides of the road.  They each wielded long cutting tools, the handles like those of a scythe.  But on the ends were cutting bars attached by a chain, a Seeker’s version of a glorified nunchuk.   
 
    The rhythmic, almost hypnotic sounds of the workers slicing through the vegetation filled the air.  Another train wagon—that’s what Taven was calling the steam powered vehicle they’d seen earlier—was parked further down the road, and he figured it had carried the men here.  The Seekers were busy, clearing the surrounding jungle.  Taven wondered what it would be like to be one of them.  Did they think constantly about Eleazar, about conquest?  Or was it more common for them to live quiet lives working, farming, and raising families?  Maybe it was only occasionally that one of their sons was conscripted for a one-way mission to find new sims. 
 
    He decided it wasn’t that simple, remembering the well in Isham’s palace sub-sim and how everyone observed the Darkening at midday.  No, even if these people were mostly innocent victims, their lives were tainted by their ruler’s edicts. 
 
    “Greetings from the Great Father,” Isham shouted once they were closer.  The cutting blades were dropped quickly by the dozen or so men who simply stood and stared at Isham. 
 
    Then the closest man dropped to his knee, his head down, and said, “Forgive us!  We did not recognize you, Our Father’s Eyes.” The rest of the Seekers dropped to one knee as well. 
 
    Isham gave Taven a quick glance, suppressing a smile.  “The Great Father is gracious and forgives.  We are one, and together we climb.  Now rise.  I have need of your assistance.” 
 
    They each stood quickly, sticking out their chests as if at attention.  Isham approached the closest one and said, “I have been away for some time, on a mission for the Great Father.  I need an escort back to court.” 
 
    The young man’s eyes opened wide, like he couldn’t believe his luck that Isham was there in the flesh, talking with him.  “It would be my great honor.  Please, come this way,” he gestured, pointing toward the vehicle. 
 
    Taven wanted to say, looks like we’re going for a hayride, but he knew Isham would have no idea what he was talking about.  Plus, he didn’t want to blow their cover.  Clearly Seekers didn’t address Isham so casually.   
 
    The first man reached the vehicle, and turned saying, “If it pleases you, I will drive you there.”  Then he got down on one knee again and cupped both his hands together.   
 
    Isham quickly looked to Taven and nodded.  Then he proceeded to step into the crouched man’s hands, using them to climb onto the vehicle.   
 
    Taven approached the same spot, but the young man stood upright and gave him a bewildered look.  It was only then that Taven realized that all the other Seekers that had been cutting the grass were still standing around.  They weren’t coming along, and clearly, they wondered why Taven would be. 
 
    “He’s coming as well,” Isham said.  Taven expected there to be more explanation, but apparently, what Our Father’s Eyes says, goes around these parts. 
 
    The Seeker climbed to the front without helping Taven who had to grab onto the tank treads and pull himself up awkwardly.  Just as he reached a spot behind Isham, there was a loud clacking sound followed by a sharp hiss that made Taven grab his ears in pain.   
 
    Seconds later, the machine came to life and began running fast toward the Ghost City proper.  Taven felt the wind rush across his face, and he had to grab his helmet to keep it from blowing away.  Isham sat on the highest point of the vehicle, on a wooden bench that looked like it was made from hand-split boards.  He was on the hump of this iron camel, the seat of honor. 
 
    As they drew closer to the city, the area which had been cleared on each side of the road grew larger.  Seekers dotted the landscape, clumping near the vanishing tree line.  There were other vehicles off the paved street, and the red clay strips used for roads showed why the train wagons needed bulldozer treads. 
 
    They finally reached the edge of the city, and Taven almost laughed out loud.  The Seekers walking the streets between skyscrapers were more than just out of place.  Their beast-pulled wagons and the muddy footsteps they painted on the heretofore pristine pavement looked absurd.  Then he spotted something else he’d never witnessed in the Ghost City: a section of road opened from below, a trap door in the pavement.  Out popped a small droid that began scurrying about, sweeping up the dirt and debris left behind by the agrarian users. 
 
    “So the city is alive,” Taven whispered.  He’d been told it was automated, that the city kept itself in good condition, repaired any damage caused by nature and entropy.  But until this moment, he’d never witnessed any of it for himself. 
 
    The vehicle came to a complete stop, and the Seeker driver jumped off immediately and resumed his kneeling position.  Isham descended the vehicle, using the man’s back as a step to the ground.  The Seeker stood cautiously, as if to avoid disrespect. 
 
    “I’m good,” Taven muttered as he jumped to the ground on his own.  He felt one knee give a little, and he told himself he was starting to get old. 
 
    “Should I accompany you into the index building?” the Seeker asked. 
 
    “Yes, that will be fine,” Isham said with a noticeable tone of disdain.  Taven wondered if it was an act or if something distasteful from Isham’s past had resurfaced.   
 
    They walked indoors, and unlike every time Taven had been in it before, the building was full of people.  Like a veritable beehive, there were more Seekers inside than out.  Taven noticed that the single lift vehicle he’d used before to traverse the index building was left unused.  And he figured it was because  of the sheer numbers of Seekers here; if they each waited their turn for the lift, there’d be a line around the block.  Instead, the Seekers had erected an elaborate system of wooden scaffolding.  They had also illuminated the dark room, hanging what Taven guessed were oil lamps on the scaffolds.     
 
    “Is there anything wrong with the lift?” Isham asked. 
 
    “No, by all means.  Please avail yourself of it.”  The young man bowed and sustained the pose while Isham and Taven climbed aboard. 
 
    “Do you need assistance locating the Sire’s sim?” the man asked after they were aboard. 
 
    “No,” Isham said quickly.  “My memory still serves me.” 
 
    “Of course,” the Seeker said before bowing again. 
 
    As Isham flew the lift upward, Taven watched their escort below.  The Seeker kept his head down, respectfully, though he was still watching them ascend.  Isham then turned the lift, moving it horizontally toward the tile that contained Eleazar’s palace sim.  But when he did, Taven noticed a strange expression spread across the Seeker’s face who then raised a doubtful hand as if to gain attention.     
 
    “I’ll never get used to this,” Taven said. 
 
    “Flying?” Isham asked. 
 
    “No, that I could get used to.  I mean these weird brethren of yours.” 
 
    “They’re just people like you and me,” Isham assured him. 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Isham stopped the lift and pointed out a section of tile.  Wooden scaffolding stood between them.  He quickly climbed out of the lift and over the railing.  Then he turned and extended his hand of support. 
 
    “You made that look easy,” Taven said.  He found the whole process of crossing over more precarious, especially with the nuke case on his back.  As soon as he stepped one foot onto the scaffolding, Taven felt the lift under his remaining foot disappear. 
 
    “Ah!” he yelled.   
 
    “I have you,” Isham promised, pulling him the rest of the way over.   
 
    Once on the scaffolding, Taven turned and saw the lift zipping away out of sight.  “I guess it thought we were through with it,” Taven muttered.  Isham had found a tile and was staring at it intently.  “You sure this is it?” Taven asked. 
 
    “The frequency has been shifted, but I’d recognize those symbols anywhere,” Isham explained. 
 
    Taven squinted in the dim light.  As he came closer, the tile glowed.  And he wondered if he and Isham were both seeing the sim the same way.  Had it glowed for Isham but Taven couldn’t see it before?  If not, why would it glow just for Taven?  Was it his Gatekeeper code?   
 
    He figured it wasn’t worth worrying about.  The weight of the nuke on his back reminded him that time was still ticking, after all.  Though he’d learned to ignore most everything except the frequency number, each tile had its own set of detailed symbols.  He figured the rest of the details were just that, less important information that he still didn’t understand.  Perhaps they described conditions in the sim, a condensed set of data like what was available in Meta’s library. 
 
    Sufficiently satisfied, Isham turned and asked, “Are you ready?” 
 
    “No,” Taven replied, “but when has that ever mattered?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    GENERAL STAFFORD LEANED back in his chair.  He put his feet up on the desk, hands behind his head, and let out a whistle. 
 
    “I just don’t think you’re taking me seriously,” Howard Dault whined. 
 
    “Of course I’m taking you seriously,” Stafford bellowed.  “For gosh sake, would you just have a seat and let me think?” 
 
    Dault moved deliberately to the chair in front of Stafford’s desk.  He sat in it, but he did so slowly, and Stafford knew the man resented even being in the general’s office.  It wasn’t his home turf, and it gave the appearance that Dault was Stafford’s subordinate.  Officially, they had equal authority.  But the Joint Council was the one pulling the strings, and Dault was the only one aboard the Braun Orbiter who had their ear. 
 
    “Think of it,” Dault continued, “Operation Phoenix has to be in place.  To do otherwise would be to willfully ignore facts.” 
 
    “But we’re talking total nuclear Armageddon,” Stafford replied, letting his feet fall off the desk and sitting upright.  “There’s no going back once you pull that trigger.” 
 
    Dault nodded his head, eyes closed.  “Yes,” he whispered, “it’s a horrific thing to contemplate, and let’s hope and pray it’s not necessary.  But if we don’t—” 
 
    “Okay,” Stafford interrupted.  “We’ll do it.  Every plan A needs a plan B and C and D.  Especially with an existential threat like the one we’re facing.” 
 
    “Extraordinary times call for extraordinary measures.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Stafford agreed.  “I’ll put my best team on it, first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    “Actually,” Dault said, “we need to keep this within the Joint Council’s oversight.  There’s a team already commissioned, and with your permission,”—he said the word with too much emphasis, and Stafford knew all of this was a formality—“we’ll implement Operation Phoenix immediately.” 
 
    There was a buzz over Stafford’s comm system.  He answered it.  “I said no visitors.” 
 
    “An urgent inter-sim comm has been received,” said Stafford’s digital assistant with a saccharine tone.  “Mr.—” the tone changed to Jaron’s as he said his own name.  “—is urgently hailing you.” 
 
    “On screen,” Stafford commanded.  Instantly, a set of shelves on the wall split in two, both sides sliding away to reveal a vid-screen. 
 
    “Jaron, is everything alright?” Dault asked, jumping in front of Stafford. 
 
    There was the normal inter-sim temporal lag.  Then Jaron began.  “No, Project Midnight has failed.  We’re being overrun and need all the assistance you can provide.” 
 
    “The Seekers were able to send jumpers back?” Dault responded quickly. 
 
    Another lag.  “Not exactly.  The Seekers have changed their strategy.  We were expecting a thousand troops, which came.  But they didn’t just send troops, they sent armored vehicles, personnel carriers, all sorts of tech they didn’t use in the first wave.  Now they’re bombarding us from above using ships.” 
 
    “What about the cyber grid?” Stafford asked.  “Have you turned it back on?” 
 
    After a moment, Jaron exhaled.  Clearly, he was under tremendous stress.  Not only was his sim being invaded, but he had to make decisions that would impact all of Kairos.  “I haven’t, and I don’t think I will,” he said.  “We are as capable as we can be without it.  There are some advantages to using it, for sure.  But the safety modules that prevent us from using deadly force keep our hands tied.” 
 
    Dault turned to Stafford and covered his mouth so Jaron couldn’t hear him.  “I knew they shouldn’t have turned it off.  They should have spent their precious time rewriting system code.” 
 
    Stafford wanted to slap Dault. He had been at the same meeting and had signed off on the plan, too.  Now, instead of trying to solve the problem, he was trying to find a way out of losing face. 
 
    “What do you need from us?” Stafford asked Jaron. 
 
    A few seconds later, “Anything you’ve got—soldiers, drones, star ships—whatever you can send.  I don’t have to remind you; Earth’s frequency is on several of our computers.  If we fail, you’ll be next.” 
 
    Dault twisted around, turning his back to Jaron and cursed. 
 
    “Understood,” Stafford said.  “We must consult with the Joint Council.  I’ll inform you as soon as we reach a decision.  Godspeed, Jaron.” 
 
    A moment passed, and Stafford could tell by the expression on Jaron’s face that he had heard Stafford’s message.  Jaron said nothing, and then the screen went blank.  
 
    “We’re in a royal mess,” Dault hissed.   
 
    “This is war,” Stafford said plainly.  “What did you expect?” 
 
    Dault simmered for a bit, sitting on the corner of Stafford’s desk.  He was in a daze, shellshocked.  Then suddenly he stood, whipped around, and pointed a finger at Stafford.  “This is precisely why we need Operation Phoenix.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    JARON STARED AT the dozens of vid-screens on the station wall.  They all showed the same scene, or at least they could have been.  The satellite feed looked identical wherever he searched.  Kairos was on fire.  Not an inferno sweeping from one side of the global city to the other, but interspersed pockets of flames from Seeker and Kairosian weapons fire.  It was a nightmare; one Jaron would never wake up from. 
 
    He packed his inter-sim comm into the sack he’d carried into the station.  Then he rushed down the stairs, using his blaster’s light attachment to navigate the darkness.  When he got to the bottom, he nearly ran into Ironsides who beeped and stepped back to get out of Jaron’s way.  On the floor beside the iron giant lay Jaron’s Baloot cards. 
 
    “Guess you can keep those,” Jaron said.  “If things go the way I fear, you might be down here a long time.  Maybe you can teach the other bots how to play.  But I have a feeling they’ll cheat just as much as you do.” 
 
    More bleeps and bloops from Ironsides.  Jaron turned to leave, but after a few steps he noticed the battle bot making noise behind him. 
 
    He turned and shined his light only to see that the bot had followed him.  “No, you’re not coming with me.”  He felt like he was talking to a stray pet.  But then it hit him.  “You’re a…a battle bot, aren’t you?” 
 
    Ironsides bleeped affirmatively.   
 
    “Which means you can really fight when you need to,” Jaron said, now thinking out loud.  “Can you fight with me?  Can you take my orders?” 
 
    Ironsides’s headlights came on as he rushed forward on hidden wheels under his feet and stood upright at attention.  Then he spewed a long series of incoherent bot gibberish that Jaron took to mean Ironsides could and would fight alongside him. 
 
    “What about your buddies?” Jaron asked, pointing his light down the hallway where other battle bots had been stationed. 
 
    More bleeps that Jaron had to guess the meaning of.  “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” he said.  “Come on.  Kairos is under attack.” 
 
    Jaron turned to lead the way, but before he’d made it two steps, he felt Ironsides grab him with one hand around his waist and the other around his legs, lifting him off the ground. 
 
    “Hey, what’s the idea?” Jaron pleaded.  His blaster was now aimed at the ceiling, and he struggled for a moment to turn it toward the bot.  He heard a quiet high-pitched sound reminiscent of e-skates.  When he got his bearings, Jaron realized that Ironsides was racing down the hallway at breakneck speed.   
 
    “Well, this will do, I guess,” Jaron said, adjusting into a more comfortable position against Ironsides’s torso.  Just then Jaron saw lights come on in the side wall.  He and Ironsides zipped by the spot, and he had to crane his neck to look back and see another battle bot step out into the hall and begin following them.   
 
    “They’re coming, too,” Jaron whispered.  It wasn’t totally rational, but he felt a twinge of hope well up inside.  “Maybe the Seekers aren’t the only ones capable of surprises.”  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    AS SOON AS Taven came through, he beat Isham to the punch, switching to his Gatekeeper vision first and scanning the simulation for Eleazar’s code. 
 
    “I don’t see him,” Taven said after a moment. 
 
    “Nor do I,” Isham confirmed. 
 
    Taven didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved.  If they were going to set off the nuke, it would be nice to take out Eleazar.  But if Eleazar was here, there’d be a fight, one that Taven might not win. 
 
    “Hey, this is where you took me before,” Taven said, noticing the quaint courtyard with the thatch-roofed buildings.  In the middle of the town square was the stone well where he’d heard the bell ring like a call to prayer during the Darkening.  Nearby were two jumpers, their scissor-hinged doors ajar. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Taven asked. 
 
    “It must be the Darkening.” 
 
    “Ah, siesta time,” Taven kidded. 
 
    “Yes, that’s part of it,” Isham said, either not amused or not realizing Taven was teasing.  “Since we have the opportunity, let me show you something.”  Isham walked to the well and peered over the edge.  Taven joined him, looking over. 
 
    “Can you see the bottom?” Isham asked.  
 
    Taven tried but couldn’t.  “How far down does it go?”   
 
    “Keep looking,” Isham instructed. 
 
    Taven did.  While searching, he noticed that there was no rope, no bucket at the top.  If this was a well, how did people get out any water? 
 
    Then it happened.  Taven let out a yell, backing away from the well. 
 
    “You saw one, didn’t you?” Isham asked. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Look again.  Don’t be afraid.  They can’t hurt you.” 
 
    Taven slowly stepped back to the well and looked down.  He braced himself for a repeat of what he’d seen the first time.  Sure enough, a ghostly face rose from the darkness.  Like a vapor, the specter ascended briefly, faded away, and was replaced by another and another, an endless carousel of ghostly visages.   
 
    “Who are they?” Taven finally breathed. 
 
    “The fallen.  The children of those who have made the ultimate sacrifice.” 
 
    Taven was confused.  “They don’t look like children.  All the Seeker soldiers I’ve seen look like they’re twenty years old or so.” 
 
    “They’re not soldiers,” Isham said.  “And they don’t look like children anymore.  What you see here are the remnants of those children—most were mere babies—who were lost, sacrificed by Seekers at Eleazar’s behest.” 
 
    “They killed their own kids?  Why?!” 
 
    Isham stepped back and took a deep breath.  “It’s complicated,” he said, and Taven noticed Isham avoided eye contact for a moment.  A quick glance up.  “I’ll explain on our way.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    TAVEN AND ISHAM MADE their way to Eleazar’s palace, agreeing that if they were to set off this nuke that the ex-Gatekeeper’s abode should be the blast’s epicenter.   
 
    It was quiet on their way.  They didn’t see a soul, not even the beasts of burden Taven remembered.  The fields of golden grain—Taven didn’t recognize the species—undulated in the breeze, rolling like waves on the sea.  At first glance, this place was paradisal.  But Taven couldn’t enjoy it.  Everything he saw reminded him of the last time he’d been here, how Eleazar had tricked and tortured him.  If not for Isham, he would now be dead, or worse. 
 
    Isham had taken his time before explaining the well, clearly uncomfortable with his history and connection to human sacrifice.  Seekers called this ritual the Privilege, which was infanticide in most instances.  They were expected to give up their first-born children, and these wells, erected in all Seeker worlds, were where the children were both sacrificed and later memorialized.   
 
    Isham said the killings weren’t to honor Eleazar.  He was not their god, though they did fear him as if he were.  And Eleazar did not gain any supernatural power from the killings, no more at least, than the power trip experienced by any murderous despot.  He intended for the sacrifices to force Seekers to confront the tragedy of existence, to remind them of the cruel nature of the Sim-Verse.   
 
    The Makers, according to Eleazar, had created the Sim-Verse with malevolence, pain, and loss as fundamental building blocks.  He argued that it didn’t have to be this way, that it had been a conscious choice on the part of the designers.  And the only way for Eleazar to ensure his followers were fully committed to their collective charge was to know that they had tasted the Sim-Verse’s foul fruit for themselves.  It was even widely believed—though Isham had never heard Eleazar say so explicitly—that if they succeed in reaching the Makers, that the lost souls would be restored to them, whole. 
 
    “And they all accept this?” Taven asked.  “With no resistance?” 
 
    “There is always resistance, especially in the first generation of the newly conquered,” Isham replied.  “But soon it becomes a part of life, a societal norm.  You know, I did some reading in my time off on the Braun Orbiter.  Your sim has a similar history.  Many of Earth’s civilizations followed analogous practices, offering up their children to the gods in exchange for blessings of good weather, health, successful crops, etc.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Taven said.  The notion was so distasteful, he didn’t like acknowledging it.  But Isham was right.  This kind of savagery was a common thread throughout Earth’s ancient past.   
 
    They took a turn in the road and caught a glimpse of Eleazar’s palace for the first time since arriving.  Taven froze. 
 
    “He’s not here,” Isham said, trying to reassure Taven.   
 
    “I know.  It’s just…”  He took a deep breath.  He wasn’t sure why he was reacting this way.  “Call it a gut feeling.” 
 
    “It’s understandable,” Isham sympathized.  “After what happened, who wouldn’t feel hesitant returning?” 
 
    There was more to it than that, but Taven didn’t know what.  “Alright,” he said, forcing himself forward toward the palace gates.  “Let’s get this over with.”   
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    MIKEL HURRIED DOWN the hallway. Its semi-clear floor gave him the sensation that he was walking on water, that at any moment the magic would cease working and he’d fall through its surface and sink.  He tried keeping his head up, looking forward.  But this crystalline fortress was dizzying in its lack of definition.  It was all just his nerves, he told himself, and he pushed ahead. 
 
    Why hadn’t Eleazar noticed? he wondered.  If Mikel was the Great Father’s Eyes, nothing he saw should go unnoticed.  But when the news had come in, Mikel had waited and heard nothing from his master.  Now he was bringing the news to him in person. 
 
    Using his limited Gatekeeper vision, Mikel had located Eleazar.  He was close now, but the nondescript hallways, the twists and turns required to get here, made Mikel uncertain he could find his way back.  Additionally, he’d left his post unattended, which was against his master’s orders.  But this…this was too important. 
 
    “Come in,” said a booming voice as Mikel reached the open doorway. 
 
    Mikel entered and stooped down onto one knee.  “My lord, forgive me for intruding.” 
 
    “What about this one?” Eleazar asked.  Mikel looked up and saw the old man donning a long, extravagant robe, adorned with green jewels.   
 
    “It’s…stunning,” Mikel stammered, unable to find the right word. 
 
    “Too much,” Eleazar huffed, and he unfastened the button around his front collar, tossing the robe into another doorway.  The room on the other side of the doorway was well lit, but the robe had vanished, and Mikel realized it was probably some kind of portal. 
 
    “All these years of planning,” Eleazar went on, “and I still cannot decide what to wear when our moment comes.” 
 
    Mikel didn’t respond.  He didn’t know what to say.   
 
    Eleazar faced the wall and rummaged through what Mikel assumed was a hidden wardrobe.  Maybe Eleazar hadn’t noticed what Mikel had seen because he’d just been here preoccupied, doing this.  Though Eleazar was blind, he still possessed Gatekeeper vision.  He could navigate his surroundings alone, seeing some aspects of reality that were hidden in normal sight.   
 
    Mikel switched to his limited Gatekeeper vision.  Sure enough, the portals shone bright white, and the clothing Eleazar retrieved glowed with an array of vibrant colors. 
 
    “You didn’t come here to discuss my attire, did you?” Eleazar said.  “What is the matter?” 
 
    “The trap, Sire.  It has been sprung.” 
 
    Eleazar turned, dropping the clothes he held.  Mikel, still viewing the scene with Gatekeeper vision, saw Eleazar’s blindfolded eye sockets glow.  “Excellent,” the blind man growled.  “Our time has nearly come.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire.  But there’s more.” 
 
    Eleazar’s eyebrows raised above his blindfold.  “Yes?” 
 
    “Isham is with him.” 
 
    “Bring me Taven,” Eleazar snarled, “but kill the boy.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    ISHAM OPENED THE arched wooden door of Eleazar’s palace.  The massive door squeaked loudly.  “Isn’t there some back way you’d rather use?” Taven asked, feeling conspicuous.   
 
    “We’re the only ones here,” Isham said.  “That’s how Eleazar operates.  He takes his Eyes with him wherever he goes, along with any extra servants he might need.  No one stays behind.” 
 
    “Isn’t that kind of risky?  What if someone broke in while he was gone?” 
 
    Isham shook his head.  “It would never happen.  Not in a million years.  And that’s no exaggeration.” 
 
    Taven tried to decide if he meant it literally, that Eleazar was that old.  He doubted it, but anything was possible. 
 
    They entered into the greeting room, all of its décor and regalia still intact.  Taven started to take the suitcase nuke from his back.  “This is as good a place as any,” he announced. 
 
    “We’re already here,” Isham said, sounding less confident and more like the kid he was.  “Can’t we go a little further?  There are things I wanted to show you.” 
 
    Taven had a bad feeling about traveling deeper into this viper’s nest.  But he’d had the feeling this whole time, and nothing had happened yet.  “I guess we can always jump away if we run into trouble,” he said, re-shouldering his pack. 
 
    Isham led the way, descending the stairwell that led to Eleazar’s lair.  The uninviting stale, dank air only added to Taven’s urge to turn and run.   
 
    After what felt like a half-hour march, Taven spotted the end of the line: the door at the end of the hallway that led to Eleazar’s courtroom. 
 
    Taven’s steps slowed, his legs feeling heavy with dread.  But Isham marched on without the slightest hesitation.  Reaching the door, the former Seeker threw it open like he was home after a long day at work.  Taven edged forward but froze again as he realized the lights inside the room were off. 
 
    “Come on in,” Isham said, his voice calm.  “I’ll find the lights in just a second.” 
 
    Taven entered and felt cool wind blow over him.  A second later, the door slammed behind him.  Panic flooded over him; he was trapped!   
 
    “It’s just the draft,” Isham reassured.  “Happens all the time.”   
 
    In the dark, Taven tried to calm himself.  He heard a low-pitched hum.  Then there was a soft yellow light emanating from a lantern on the wall.  One after another, new lights came on around the room.  When they were all lit, they gradually grew brighter until the room appeared as Taven remembered it.   
 
    “That’s better,” Isham said, appearing through a hidden passage behind one of the many tapestries on the walls.  Taven eyed the throne up above him.  He couldn’t shake the image of Eleazar sitting there.   
 
    Sensing his trepidation, Isham quickly ascended the steps.  He placed one foot on the throne’s seat, then kicked it over.  The golden chair crashed noisily before Isham turned, stuck out his chest, and pronounced, “Death to tyrants!”  
 
    “Tell me how you really feel,” Taven teased. 
 
    “You know, you could have done that from where you stand,” Isham remarked. 
 
    “You mean, tell you how I feel?” 
 
    “No, smash the old man’s chair,” Isham explained.  “Why don’t you put that down, and I’ll show you?”  
 
    Taven placed the nuke on the floor and turned back to Isham.  “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ve got time,” Isham said.  “We’re here.  The nuke’s ready.  The mission is secure.  And if we go back right now, who knows when the Joint Council will get around to letting me teach you to use the rest of your powers?” 
 
    “You don’t have to convince me,” Taven replied.  “What do I do?” 
 
    “Switch to your Gatekeeper vision,” Isham instructed.  Taven did.  “Now choose an object you want to move,” Isham continued.   
 
    Taven looked at the toppled throne chair.  “Got it.” 
 
    “What color do you see?” 
 
    “Orange,” Taven answered. 
 
    “Now, extend your hands toward the object.” 
 
    Taven raised his hands.   
 
    “Look at your fingertips,” Isham directed.  “Do see the energy pulsing?” 
 
    Taven looked.  “All I see is my red Gatekeeper code.”   
 
    “That’s okay.  That’s what you should see, but look closer.  Try to see more detail.  Zoom in if you need to.” 
 
    Taven did just that, like he would if he were pulling up a distant Gatekeeper signature.  Seeing the surface of his skin up close, tiny micro-organisms appeared to swim along parallel tracks.   
 
    “There’s movement,” Taven said. 
 
    “That’s right, and it’s this movement that we are going to harness.”  Isham walked over to Taven and placed his hands in his.  Ordinarily, this would have made Taven uncomfortable, his astro-mining machismo kicking in.  But instantly, he felt a sensation that eradicated such thoughts. 
 
    “What’s that?” Taven questioned. 
 
    “I’m simply bringing your attention to your senses,” Isham said.  He continued for a moment, and Taven’s hands became numb, like he’d grabbed a low-voltage wire.  “What I’m doing is what I did to you when Cat injured you.  I’m transferring energy from myself to you.  If you were ill or hurt, your body could use this extra energy to heal itself.  But the reason you feel the tingling—you do feel it, don’t you?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Taven attested.  It was almost unbearable. 
 
    “The tingling is from the excess energy.”  Isham continued for another moment, then stopped.  “There.  That ought to do it.”   
 
    As Isham stepped back, Taven lifted his hands in front of his face.  There was a trail of shimmery light left behind, tracing his movement.   
 
    “Whoa,” he said, waving his hands excitedly like a child swinging a bubble hoop.  “Am I hallucinating?” 
 
    “No, you’re seeing radiation,” Isham said.  “You’re at maximum capacity, and the excess energy’s leaking out without you telling it to.” 
 
    “You mean I can do this on purpose?” 
 
    “That’s the goal,” Isham said.   
 
    Taven held his hands still and watched as the luminescence seemed to drip from his fingertips.   
 
    “Focus your mind, all of your attention onto your fingertips,” Isham instructed. 
 
    “Already there,” Taven said, entranced by the phenomenon. 
 
    “Good.  Now feel the weight of your hands, the energy that’s seeping out.” 
 
    “They feel like they’re made of lead,” Taven said, astonished by the sudden awareness.  His hands were so heavy, he struggled to keep them up. 
 
    “Now, release the weight,” Isham said. 
 
    “Drop my hands?” 
 
    “No, drop the weight from your hands.  Let it come out.  Let go of it.” 
 
    “I’m not holding it,” Taven said. 
 
    “You are.  You just don’t know it.” 
 
    Taven didn’t understand, but he trusted Isham.  Still staring at his weighty fingertips, Taven told himself to release the energy.  That didn’t do anything.  “It’s not working,” he admitted. 
 
    “You have the ability,” Isham insisted.  “It’s as accessible as any of your other bodily functions.  You just haven’t learned to control it yet.” 
 
    “That’s not really helping here,” Taven complained. 
 
    “Imagine your hands are full of this liquid energy you see.” 
 
    “Done,” Taven said impatiently. 
 
    “Now, I’m going to poke pinholes in the tips of your fingers.” 
 
    Taven feared whatever Isham was going to do would hurt, but he wanted badly to learn this ability.  So he bit his lip and held still.   
 
    Isham raised his hand and pointed a finger at one of Taven’s.  Then a blue-white energy emanated from the tip of Isham’s finger.  It grew longer, extending like an electric switchblade.  Isham pressed the blade forward until it pierced Taven’s finger. 
 
    “Ah!” Taven moaned as much from fear as pain.  Isham stepped back, and instantly a red liquid poured out from Taven’s hands. 
 
    “There,” Isham declared.  “That’s it.” 
 
    The liquid energy from Taven’s pierced finger fell to the ground but didn’t splatter.  The sensation was now a pleasant one, like releasing his bladder.  Once it had begun, Taven didn’t want it to stop.   
 
    “Now, pick it up,” Isham said.   
 
    “My hands?” 
 
    “No, the energy.” 
 
    Taven examined the crimson pool on the floor and realized he was still connected to it.  Though outside his body, he could nevertheless feel the energy.  Like flittering his fingers, he easily manipulated the pool which, rising upward, became a translucent red cloud.   
 
    “Good,” Isham said.  “Can you add to it?” 
 
    Taven got his meaning.  Now that he’d experienced the sensation, he believed he could release more energy from his other fingers.  He closed his eyes for focus and pressed inwardly.   
 
    “You’re doing it,” Isham said, enthusiastically.   
 
    Taven opened his eyes and saw the ten streams of light and energy pulse outward as a crimson river.   
 
    “Send it to the chair,” Isham said, stepping out of the way. 
 
    Taven spotted the toppled throne, and imagined his energy flowing toward it.  Surprisingly fast, the crimson cloud shot across the room and impacted the chair, turning it from orange to red. 
 
    “You have it,” Isham said.  “Now do with it as you like.” 
 
    Effortlessly, Taven raised the chair.  Though he could feel its weight, the golden throne seemed no heavier than the stream itself.  He tested out his control, carefully manipulating the object up, down, left, right, forward, back.  Then he rotated it clockwise, then counterclockwise. 
 
    “You’re doing it,” Isham said, smiling.  “You’re really doing it.” 
 
    Taven continued twisting the chair, spinning it in midair.  When it would spin no faster, he flung the throne hard to his right, releasing his grasp. 
 
    The chair shot through the air, rupturing a support column before lodging in the tapestried wall. There was a small cave-in from the collapsed column, bits of wooden paneling and debris falling from the ceiling.  Isham had ducked down instinctively.  He stood upright and said, “Easy does it.  You can do a lot of damage now.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Taven replied.  As the dust settled, Taven drew all the crimson energy back into his hands.  Then he switched back to normal vision and watched as Isham walked closer.   
 
    With a look of pride on his face, Isham said, “That’s not all you can see.”  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    “YOU’RE TELLING ME they can move?” Taven said, pointing at the wall. 
 
    “These tapestries aren’t simply weavings of cloth and thread,” Isham explained.  “After commissioning the best artisans in his domain to weave them, Eleazar used his Gatekeeper code to augment them.” 
 
    Until then, Taven had assumed that Gatekeepers could only overwrite their code onto other individuals, like Cat had done to him.  But now it seemed more was possible, that inanimate—formerly inanimate—objects could have Gatekeeper code infused into them. 
 
    “See for yourself,” Isham said. 
 
    Taven switched to his Gatekeeper vision and noticed the tapestry’s sparkling tinges of red.  It wasn’t like Eleazar’s throne that he guessed glowed orange from Eleazar’s constant contact with it.  Instead, there were clear threads of red interspersed within the otherwise normal looking textile. 
 
    “Now touch one,” Isham said.   
 
    Taven hesitated for a moment.  Each tapestry contained an image of Eleazar, and he wished to avoid contact with that monster, whether real or depicted.  Taven started toward one of the tapestries that pictured a well like the one in the center of town.  
 
    “No, not with your hands,” Isham corrected.  “Use your powers.” 
 
    Taven understood.  He stopped, raised one hand, and allowed energy to flow toward the hanging textile.  Accessing his telekinetic ability was now much easier, the sensation an indelible memory.   
 
    As Taven’s energy impacted the tapestry, he saw it begin to move.  The textile was still firmly affixed to the wall, but the image upon it was now animated.  Additionally, the 2D depiction had suddenly become holographic, a 3D rendering which beckoned Taven to enter it.     
 
    Eleazar seemed too real though, and Taven had to fight the urge to stop this charade.  He held on, watching as the former Gatekeeper interacted with the well.  This was no stone well like the one in the Seeker village.  Instead it looked to be made from a semi-transparent material, some substance Taven had never seen before.   
 
    Though still an old man, Eleazar wasn’t blind.  His eyes were uncovered, and after manipulating the well—what was down in it was still unseen—the well glowed brightly with white light.  Eleazar, his eyes aglow with undecipherable emotion, turned and seemed to stare straight through Taven.  Then the tapestry’s scene began to replay from the beginning, and Taven withdrew his energy from it. 
 
    “Well, that was…different,” Taven said. 
 
     “These are all monuments to the past and the future,” Isham said.  “The one you just activated is from Eleazar’s past.” 
 
    “What’s with the well?” 
 
    “He never told me, and I never asked.  Like most things in Eleazar’s domain, they exist for him and him alone,” Isham said.  “I’ve watched him activate each of these; he used my eyes to fully experience them.  Do you…want to see the others?” 
 
    Taven was intrigued.  “If we can understand more of Eleazar’s plan, maybe we can anticipate his next moves.  Maybe we can figure out where he’s relocated.  I mean, you don’t think he’s coming back here, do you?” 
 
    Isham shook his head.  “It’s unlikely.  He likes to stay in one place for a long time, and he travels infrequently.  But once he moves…” Isham sighed.  “I’d say he’s done here.” 
 
    “Well, whether he’s planning on coming back or not, we’ll make sure this is no use to him or anyone else,” Taven said, gesturing toward the nearby nuke.   
 
    Isham was silent, still, and Taven thought maybe he’d said something offensive, that perhaps Isham was still sympathetic to the Seekers here in this sim.  Taven thought it best to move on and examine the next tapestry.  He switched back to Gatekeeper vision and started to actuate the next wall weaving. 
 
    “Wait,” Isham said quietly.   
 
    How he said it told Taven something was wrong.  “What is it?” Taven asked, scanning his surroundings.  “I don’t see anything unusual.” 
 
    Isham pointed upward and said, “You’re not looking in the right direction.”  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    THOUGH THERE WERE several stories above them, Taven had no trouble seeing through them with his Gatekeeper vision, especially with the huge objects in the sky.  “What are they?” 
 
    “Ships,” Isham offered.  “Two big ones.  But I’ve never seen any like them before.” 
 
    “Seekers?” 
 
    Isham shrugged.   
 
    “Let’s not wait to find out,” Taven said, kneeling beside the nuke.  He quickly opened the case.  The machine was simple.  There was a toggle switch, a numeric pad, and a button that said ‘arm.’  Taven looked at Isham, checking to see he agreed.  The young man nodded and resumed scanning the sky.   
 
    Taven punched in his authorization code.  The case chirped, which he assumed meant he’d entered it correctly.  He took a deep breath, knowing that once armed, the nuke could not be disabled.  This was by design, the Joint Council not wanting to deliver a nuke into Seekers’ hands and have them disarm it before later sending it back to Earth.  Taven punched the button, arming the nuke, and a countdown timer began to roll. 
 
    “We’ve got ten minutes,” Taven said.   
 
    “Looks like they’re sending down troops,” Isham reported.  Taven checked and saw smaller ships descending to the planet’s surface.   
 
    “How many, do you think?” Taven asked.   
 
    “This is…I don’t know.  If these are Seekers, Eleazar is employing tactics I’ve never seen him use before.” 
 
    “I wish we could leave this open so they could see the countdown before it blows,” Taven said.  Then he closed the nuke’s case, permanently locking it in its blaster resistant shell.  “Time to go,” Taven said, closing his eyes and imagining the Braun Orbiter. 
 
    After a moment, Isham asked, “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Taven answered.  “The portal won’t open.  I…I can’t do it.” 
 
    “Freeze this sim,” Isham said urgently. 
 
    Taven listened for the high-pitched tone that was usually barely audible, but he heard nothing.  “It’s gone.  I can’t grab it.” 
 
    “It’s a trap,” Isham said.  “Eleazar changed the sim.” 
 
    “What do you mean, changed the sim?  You can’t just take away Gatekeeper abilities that easily.” 
 
    “Your abilities are still intact,” Isham said.  “It’s the sim that’s been altered.  The environment has been changed so that it won’t respond to the normal Gatekeeper signals.” 
 
    Taven’s mind raced.  How was that possible?  Of course, when he’d first learned about the Sim-Verse, all of the Gatekeeper abilities, the alternate simulations—everything seemed impossible.  Maybe, he guessed, there was a mismatch in the code, something in the programming language that was preventing him from using his powers. 
 
    “But how’d I move the chair if all my abilities are nixed?” Taven almost shouted. 
 
    “Eleazar doesn’t think you’ve learned those abilities yet.  You hadn’t when you were here last.” 
 
    Taven felt a flush of anger.  None of this was Isham’s fault, but Taven wanted someone to blame.     
 
    “The jumpers,” Isham said.  “In town.  We’ve got to get to them.  They are our ticket home.” 
 
    “We’ll never make it in time,” Taven said, looking down at the nuke.  “Even without Seekers in our way, this thing’s going to blow before we get halfway there.” 
 
    Isham was silent for a moment.  Then his eyes lit up.  “Follow me.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    TAVEN COULDN’T IMAGINE what these halls could hide that was important enough to waste precious time.  With each frantic step, he expected to feel the blast from the nuke.  How much time was there?  Five minutes?  Three? 
 
    “It’s strange, seeing this place,” Isham said.  Taven was annoyed by his calm demeanor.  He should be more alarmed.  Maybe Isham didn’t get the gist of what a nuclear explosion was. 
 
    “Eleazar doesn’t know I ever found this place,” Isham said as he ran his hand along the dark brick wall.  They were down in another section of the basement hallways, having taken one of the hidden passageways behind a tapestry.  He stopped.   
 
    “When I found this before, I had to search with my eyes closed.  I wonder what it actually looks like.”  Isham said it like he was talking to himself. 
 
    Taven started to chide him, to say they should hurry.  But then the door in the wall, marked by an almost invisible seam, began to move.  It creaked loudly as it swung open, its brick façade blocking most of the hallway. Automatically, lights came on inside the hidden room, and Taven’s jaw literally dropped. 
 
    “It’s like the room Cat had,” Taven whispered, now the one talking to himself. 
 
    “It’s a cache,” Isham said.  “With all the Gatekeeper tech Eleazar stole from Meta before he was exiled.” 
 
    They hurried into the room.  Its walls were covered with supplies, weapons, and tech—most of which Taven didn’t recognize.  He did, however, notice some mech attachments, and he held his breath in anticipation for what he hoped to find next. 
 
    There was another brick wall where this room ended.  Unlike in Cat’s sub-sim cache, this wall didn’t have a hidden lever.  Instead, they passed through another door.  The room on the other side was lined with one Gatekeeper mech suit after another, each a different color.   
 
    With a toothy grin, Isham said, “Think you could drive one of these?”  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
    TAVEN EYED AN emerald green mech suit, but passed by it.  It reminded him too much of Cat’s green eyes.  He selected an electric blue mech and pressed a button on its arm.  The mech stepped forward, knelt, and then its chest plate armor split apart, revealing the man-sized compartment inside. 
 
    Taven jumped in, and the mech quickly came back together, his helmet rising automatically.  He lowered it so he could speak to Isham.   
 
    “Come on.  Jump in the back,” he said turning and offering the cramped rear compartment reserved for prisoners.  “It’s going to be close, even with one of these suits.” 
 
    Isham didn’t move.  He had his back turned to Taven and was studying the opposite wall.  It was covered by an immense number-filled chart which Taven intuited was a master index of Eleazar’s realm.   
 
    Isham raised his hand, holding a heretofore unseen Meyer Corp recon instrument.  “There,” he said, taking a picture.  “Got you.”  
 
    As the short young man turned and ran toward him, Taven studied the chart.  There was a number at the top that he believed might be Eleazar’s new sim frequency.   
 
    Behind him now, Isham was out of view.  A second later, Taven heard the rear compartment slam shut.  Taven stood, raised his helmet, and saw an icon appear, indicating he had a prisoner.   
 
    “You okay back there?” Taven asked. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” Isham muttered.   
 
    “Right,” Taven said, scanning his surroundings.   
 
    “How do we get out of this room?” he finally said.  The doorway was several feet too short and narrow for the mech suit.   
 
    “Bust out,” Isham said impatiently. 
 
    That was it, Taven realized.  This suit, this room, was a piggy bank, meant to be opened only once.  Taven rushed the door, slamming through the wall as he went.  He heard behind him the ceiling begin to cave in, but he didn’t look back.  He pressed on, smashing through the next wall.  Out in the dark main hallway, his overhead lights came on automatically. 
 
    “To the left, there’s an exit,” Isham instructed. 
 
    Taven raced through the hall, grazing his armor against the brick walls each time he miscalculated the tight squeeze.  He found steps rising toward the faint glow of daylight.  He jumped forward, scaling the flight of stairs in two bounds.  Bursting through cellar doors, Taven reached the surface and was met with Seeker soldiers, hundreds of them, positioned around the palace. 
 
    Immediately, they opened fire.  Taven evaded most of their poorly aimed shots, but several struck him, and he felt the jarring pings as he raced toward the gate.   
 
    He considered returning fire, but there was no time to waste.  His goal wasn’t defeating them; it was getting to the jumpers before the nuke went off. 
 
    Taven charged the now closed wrought-iron gate.   
 
    Clang! 
 
    He felt that one more than the blaster fire.   
 
    Now out in the open, he could run at full speed.  Taven maxed out his suit, his legs running super-human fast.  He no longer felt each step.  Instead he rode on waves, his blurring lower half rising and falling over the terrain like a ship cresting on the sea.     
 
    “That ain’t supposed be here,” Taven said, eyeing a tank-like vehicle up ahead. 
 
    “What is it?” Isham asked. 
 
    Taven didn’t answer.  What could Isham do from back there?   
 
    The vehicle’s turret glowed red.  Then there was a loud blast, and Taven caught sight of the slow moving mega shot as it narrowly missed his head.  Landing behind him, the projectile caused the ground to quake.     
 
    “I don’t think my armor’s thick enough to handle one of those,” Taven said.    
 
    The tank’s turret moved, tracking Taven as he tried to go around it.  Its cannon glowed red, and Taven slammed on his brakes.  His heavy suit ripped up the dirt beneath his feet just as the tank fired another heavy load.  It missed but not by enough to make Taven want to try that trick twice.   
 
    “If defense doesn’t work…” Taven muttered.  He didn’t recognize the attachments on this mech, having never seen them before.  But he figured they were good for something.     
 
    He turned and charged right at the tank, focusing his energy into his right hand.  He saw a bar come up on view and an electronic voice said, “Compression wave charging.” 
 
    He didn’t know what any of that meant, but the bar was growing.  And just as he reached the tank, which was glowing red again in preparation for another shot, the bar began to blink. 
 
    “Here goes nothing!” Taven yelled, as he tried using his hand.  He felt his arm coil back, then hammer a forward punch.     
 
    Taven’s fist smashed through the tank’s glowing red barrel, peeling it back like pressed metal.  As his armored knuckle reached the main hull, the mech suit abruptly stopped.   
 
    Then Taven heard a high-pitched siren quickly descend into a subsonic boom, and he watched as the tank suddenly flew skyward in a long arc.  Seconds later, it landed somewhere out of sight.     
 
    “That was pretty cool,” Taven said, a bit giddy. 
 
    “Let’s not celebrate just yet,” Isham reminded. 
 
    “Right,” Taven said, setting his sights on the jumpers.  He zoomed forward, resuming his frantic pace.  Just as he reached his maximum velocity, a boom louder than his compression punch erupted some twenty feet beside him. 
 
    He continued forward but twisted his upper body to see the clumps of grass and dirt spray in all directions.   
 
    “What was that?” Isham asked.   
 
    “Mortar shells,” Taven guessed.  He looked up and saw flashes of light from the two ships in low orbit.  “I hope that’s not what I think it is,” he said, pressing his mech suit harder. 
 
    Sure enough, the ground behind Taven began erupting in regular, pounding intervals.  This time he didn’t turn to see the explosions or their aftermath.  The deafening sound told him all he needed to know. 
 
    Taven turned a corner in the road and spotted the town with his regular vision.  If they could just reach the jumpers, all of this would be a bad dream. 
 
    Seconds later, he reached the village square and spotted the two jumpers right where they’d seen them earlier.   
 
    “Almost there,” he told Isham. 
 
    But just then, Taven’s luck ran out.  Shrapnel and debris from a mortar shell punched Taven’s mech hard, knocking him off the road and into a nearby building. 
 
    Taven tried to stand but couldn’t.  He heard a whirling, gear-grinding sound that told him his mech suit was badly damaged.  They were only a short distance from the jumpers.  Maybe they still had a chance even without the mech suit.   
 
    Taven was able to move the mech’s arms, and so he extracted himself from the wall in which he was embedded.  Once free he opened his mech suit and climbed out.   
 
    “Roll over,” he told his suit, which complied.  “Come on, Isham,” he said punching the release button for the rear compartment.  “We’re almost there.”   
 
    It opened, and Taven’s heart sank.  Bloodied from unseen wounds, Isham took shallow breathes. 
 
    “Looks like—”  Isham coughed, and it didn’t sound good.  “You’re on your own now, Taven.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Taven said quickly, trying to help Isham out of the crushed machine.  “We can fix you up back at headquarters.  Let me just…” 
 
    But when he pulled on Isham’s body, he realized that the young man was pinned inside the machine.  Even if he were able to extract Isham, his wounds were likely so bad he’d bleed out instantly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Taven said, fighting back tears.  More explosions rang out nearby, signaling the start of another bombing run. 
 
    “Here,” Isham said.  One hand was pinned down inside the mech, and he used his free one to give Taven his recon instrument.     
 
    “It has Eleazar’s systems, his frequencies, his plans.  Everything.  Take it now and go.  Don’t let Eleazar win this easily.  Make this count,” Isham said, gripping Taven’s hand.  Then his grip weakened, and Taven saw life slip away from Isham’s face. 
 
    Taven turned and started toward the jumpers, just a few feet away.  But then he stopped.  The bombs were still dropping, and he knew they’d soon land over him.  And he also knew the nuke would go off any second.  But this was worth it. 
 
    His powers supercharged by anger, he raised his hands and directed telekinetic energy toward the massive ships.  A second later, they were in his grasp.   
 
    He made a slow-motion clapping gesture, and the aft sections of both ships smashed into each other.  Explosions filled the daytime sky like bright fireworks.  He hadn’t demolished either of the ships, just their rear propulsion systems.  Most of their crew were probably still alive, still panicking. 
 
    “This is for Isham,” he whispered, before pulling his hands down.  He turned and walked slowly toward the jumpers.  Behind him, faster than the acceleration due to gravity, the Seeker starships fell, erupting into massive fireballs as they impacted the planet’s surface.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    IT HAD BEEN too quiet for too long, Charny decided.  He and his Seeker brothers had come to fight, not hunt for mice.  But here they were, well into the second wave of the Great Father’s conquest of Kairos, walking the dark streets alone. 
 
    “I think I found one,” a soldier reported from across the street.  Charny and other nearby troops ran across the way to assist.   
 
    “Surrender or be destroyed!” shouted the same soldier who raised his blaster, its light attachment shining on the corner of a wooden crate, one of many that lined the streets in this sector. 
 
    Charny spotted a Drak 10 coming their way, its armored hull and blast cannon always a comforting sight.  Despite the Drak’s noisy rumble, he heard a clink clank sound from around the crate. 
 
    “I warned you,” said the first soldier before firing his blaster at the crate.  It exploded, sending wooden splinters all the way to where Charny stood.   
 
    Instantly, a furry four-legged creature screeched and scurried away, disappearing behind the corner of a nearby building.   
 
    “The Great Father isn’t paying a bounty for tantons,” Charny chided, referring to a common varmint from his sim. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” pleaded the first soldier, a boy barely old enough to carry a blaster.  “I heard noises and thought…” 
 
    “Just take it easy and follow my lead,” Charny commanded.  He was the squad leader, one of the few men in his platoon to have actually been part of a previous conquest.  “There will be plenty of time for fighting,” he added, though the way things were going, he wondered if the battle had already been won and they just didn’t know it yet. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the young soldier said, his head low.   
 
    Just then there was another screeching sound.  “What’s that?  Another tanton?” the young man asked. 
 
    “No,” Charny said.  He’d never heard the sound before, but he knew it wasn’t another animal like the one they’d just scared up. 
 
    The sound came again, and Charny thought he heard the distinct sound of metal on metal.  “Shine your lights in that direction,” he told the rest of the squad, pointing down the street.  He turned and looked back at the approaching Drak 10.  Whatever lay ahead, at least he could count on having superior firepower. 
 
    Charny added his own light to the mix, but the dozens of blaster attachments only pierced the darkness out to about thirty paces.  Beyond that lay the source of the sound. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “OKAY, BOYS,” JARON whispered.  “They’ve spotted us.”  It was regrettable, but there was no other way.  Ironsides and the other battle bots simply made too much noise to maintain the element of surprise in an ambush. 
 
    “You know what to do,” Jaron said, slipping to one side of the street.  Scrambling forward on his hands and knees, he took cover behind the row of stacked warehouse crates lining the street.   
 
    “On my signal,” he reminded them.  The last battle bot assumed the position, lining up with the other six bots.  Standing shoulder to shoulder, they now occupied the width of the street. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “IT STOPPED,” THE young soldier exclaimed.  “The sound—it stopped.” 
 
    “I told you to keep quiet,” Charny said, not looking the boy in the eyes.  He kept his gaze fixed on the source of the sound, or at least where the source had been.  He had a bad feeling about this one.  Something was out there, something he and his Seeker brothers had never encountered before.  And the longer he waited, the more time whatever it was had to reposition itself.  Now was the time to strike while he still knew where the enemy was. 
 
    “Drak 10,” he called.   
 
    A lid on top of the tank opened, making a loud clang as it landed on the heavy armor.  A Seeker soldier appeared on top and said he was awaiting Charny’s orders. 
 
    Charny recognized the gunner.  He was another veteran.   
 
    “Okay,” Charny said.  “We’re going to do this like we did on Timoran 5.  Forward guard, assume alpha formation.  The rest of you line up behind us, and whatever you do, don’t shoot one of us in the back.” 
 
    The men near Charny lined up on the left and right of the armored vehicle.  He couldn’t help but think they were all just armed pallbearers, walking with their iron coffin toward who-knew-what.   
 
    Charny bit his lip.  “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
    JARON REACHED A spot where there was a gap between crates.  He squeezed into the opening and watched the flashing lights of the approaching Seekers. They had a tank of some kind, an obstacle he and his bots had yet to face.  Other than that, there were just twenty or so troops, which shouldn’t be a problem. 
 
    Jaron peered back at Ironsides and the other bots.  He could no longer make them out.  It was too dark, and the Seeker’s lights caused his eyes to poorly adjust.   
 
    “Just wait, boys,” he whispered, though he knew they would.  These bots had proven to be more faithful, more obedient than any human soldier could ever be.  It was a shame they’d gone unused for so long.  But Jaron knew why, or at least he knew one reason why: without blasters they were obsolete.   
 
    These bots had been built at a time before the cyber grid, when warfare was more primitive.  Combining a strong defense and a powerful offense—heavy armor with an array of hand-to-hand fighting capabilities—the bots represented Kairos’s most advanced fighting technology from a bygone era.  These boys had to get up close and personal, but so far, they’d stood up well against the Seekers. 
 
    Jaron looked to the sky.  He could make out the red blinking lights of the Seeker ships that appeared in low orbit.  Why the Seekers had broken protocol, he didn’t know.  All he knew for sure was that everything Isham and the rest of his so-called allies on Earth had said about the next wave of the invasion had turned out to be wrong. 
 
    Despite his relative danger, he couldn’t help but glance up at the stars.  Shutting down the cyber grid meant seeing the night sky from within the city limits for the first time.  Its constellations had only been known to him previously through digital sources, and it was now surreal to see them in person. 
 
    “Where are you guys?” he whispered.  He had hoped that General Stafford’s words would mean something, that Earth and its forces would soon come to their aid.  But he feared they were all on their own. 
 
    Jaron touched the remote monitor, feeling it through the cloth sack he wore on his back.  He resisted the impulse to check it, to be sure the power station was intact and that he still had the option of turning the cyber grid back on.  But why would he do that?  With all of its safety restrictions, the cyber grid was more hurdle than help.   
 
    Still, the urge was there to check, and Jaron cursed himself for feeling unable to sever the electronic umbilical cord for even a few days.  A few days?  Now that was optimism.  Unless his allies on Earth soon found a way to help, he seriously doubted he’d ever see Kairos animated by the cyber grid again.   
 
    Jaron crept back behind the crates and waited. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
    “STEADY.  STEADY, MEN,” Charny said as they moved slowly ahead.   
 
    “I see something,” the young soldier reported.   
 
    Charny almost cold cocked the boy for speaking out, but he was too busy searching with his eyes for whatever the kid had seen—or thought he’d seen.   
 
    They continued on, and Charny signaled the Drak 10 to advance ahead of the forward guard.  But then Charny saw them; at the edge of the dim yellow beams, as far as their light attachments could shine, stood a line of metal objects.  Each were in the crude shape of a man, but they were too large to be human beings.   
 
    “What are they?” the kid whined. 
 
    Charny felt a bead of sweat drop from his nose as he took a couple of steps toward the silver apparitions.  He had hoped his eyes were playing tricks on him, that his light would make these figures vanish, but these were no ghosts.  Whatever they were, they were real.   
 
    Charny raised a fist, commanding his men to halt.  His throat was dry, and it hurt to speak.   
 
    “We have come to liberate you,” Charny shouted.  “The Great Father has seen fit to embrace this world.  Together we climb, together we rise.” 
 
    His words fell on deaf ears, and Charny knew that the orthodox verbiage rarely made sense to off-worlders.  Were these even people?  They looked like metal scarecrows.  Maybe there were people inside them.  He tried again.   
 
    “Surrender or be destroyed.”  He cringed at his own words, having repeated what the young lad had said to the feral creature resembling a tanton.   
 
    The metallic forms remained silent, motionless.  “Forward guard, open fire,” Charny commanded.  Death was simpler than life.  And Charny looked forward to destroying these aberrant figures.   
 
    The troops opened fire, but it was ineffective.  Their targets were armored, and the Seekers’ shots ricocheted in all directions. 
 
    “Drak 10, engage targets,” Charny shouted over the blaster fire. 
 
    Immediately the gunner on top let fly with his heavy repeating blaster.  It was more powerful than those wielded by foot soldiers, and one of the otherwise motionless metal figures fell to the ground after several seconds of concentrated firepower. 
 
    A cheer sounded among the Seekers, but it was cut short when blaster fire from their port side suddenly caught them by surprise.   
 
    “It’s an ambush!” Charny cried. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
    AFTER JARON GAVE the signal—taking out the tank’s gunner—the battle bots knew to attack.  He thought about throwing one of his grenades toward the troops surrounding the vehicle, but explosives were scarce and he needed to hold on to what he had left.   
 
    Seeker troops returned fire, and Jaron took cover behind some crates.  This was all part of the plan, he reminded himself: buy the bots enough time to reach the Seekers.  He listened as the bots quickly stomped forward, their feet smashing hard against the pavement and their electric engines whining loudly like an agitated steed whinnying before a race. 
 
    When Jaron heard the Seekers’ cries, he knew the bots had reached them and it was safe for him to rejoin the fight.  He popped up and took aim at the nearest Seeker.  But before he could pull the trigger, he glimpsed Ironsides’ right hand begin to spin, blurring like a propeller blade.  The diameter of the blur enlarged; the swinging fist connected to an extendable cable.  It was a terrifying weapon to behold, and the battle bot swung his fast motion wrecking ball, cutting down three Seekers in one fell swoop. 
 
    The other bots engaged in similar attacks, but each of their weapons was unique.  Jaron had the distinct sense that these differences were personal touches, additions given by a now unknown and forgotten artisan engineer who’d conceived of these killing machines like works of art.  Or maybe the design was pragmatic; if one kind of weapon wasn’t effective, another would be. 
 
    Once the troops near the tank were dispatched, Jaron spotted more Seekers in the rear.  They fired ineffectually at the bots.  The soldiers weren’t advancing, and Jaron wondered if they might retreat.   
 
    The battle bots ran forward, past the tank toward the remaining troops.  More cries—many premature from panic—rose through the strange mix of sounds: stomping, whirling, blaster fire.  Just then, the tank’s turret spun around and aimed its cannon at the bots now behind it. 
 
    “Not good,” Jaron muttered as he scrambled out from behind the crates.  He rushed the tank and nearly choked on its thick exhaust fumes.  He tried shining his light on the tank, hoping he might distract its operator.  But it was difficult to aim while running.   
 
    Just as he reached the tank’s hull, a cacophonous blast rang out from its cannon.  Jaron nearly dropped his blaster to cup his loudly ringing ears.  He didn’t look to see; the sound of that blast told him the tank could punch through his bots’ armor, easily.     
 
    Jaron climbed its hull, and as soon as he was upright, the tank began to twist, using its treads to turn fast.  Jaron nearly fell off, but he stooped down and found purchase. 
 
    Climbing the cold, hard hull, he reached the dead gunner, slumped over and still jammed in the hole.  Jaron tugged on the Seeker’s body, trying to pull him out.  But it was no use.   
 
    The tank shot another blast, and Jaron, again grabbing his ears too late to dampen the roar, saw what was left of one of his bots on the ground below.  The tank moved, rolling over the dismembered bot.  Then Jaron saw in the tank’s light another bot, deftly cutting down a row of Seekers.  The tank throttled higher and lunged forward, attempting to ram the unsuspecting bot.     
 
    Hoping it would find a way down before it blew, Jaron pulled a grenade from his bandolier and crammed it in a gap between the dead gunner’s body and the rim of the tank’s hatch.     
 
    Not having planned his escape, Jaron turned and jumped.  He purposefully tried not to land backwards, fearing he would bust the remote monitor in his sack.  But he instantly regretted the decision when he crash landed and his ribs audibly cracked against wooden crates.     
 
    Slumped on the ground and afraid to move, Jaron heard a muted explosion.  Despite his pain, he turned and saw the tank, dimly lit by its own running lights, still rolling fast.  But the dead gunner was no longer up top; his body had been blown out.  And there was a cloud of smoke rising from this impromptu chimney before disappearing into the black night. 
 
    “Ironsides, watch out!” Jaron yelled, recognizing him in the tank’s headlights.  The bot turned and, seeing the tank, shifted to one side, narrowly avoiding what was sure to have been a devasting collision.   
 
    The tank sailed past the bot, losing no speed before ramming into a building.  The tank treads continued to spin, tearing up the pavement underneath.  Then the treads themselves broke apart, leaving only the spinning wheels the treads were once attached to.  Jaron heard the tank’s engine throttle even higher until there was a loud pop and ping sound.  The wheels stopped spinning, the engine died, and fresh black smoke billowed from the gunner hole. 
 
    Jaron tried to stand but felt agonizing pain in his side.  Clenching his teeth, he forced himself upright and began looking for his blaster.  He’d dropped it when he had jumped from the tank, and now it was lost in the dark. 
 
    Loud footsteps startled him, and Jaron turned to see lights coming his way.   
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
    “I’M GLAD TO see you guys,” Jaron said to his remaining five bots.  They had decimated the Seekers, and if it hadn’t been for the tank, he didn’t think he would have lost even a single bot. 
 
    One of them bent at the waist in an entirely inhuman manner and retrieved something from the ground. 
 
    “Ah, my blaster.  Good eyes.”   
 
    The bot chirped.   
 
    “Looks like my light attachment’s busted,” Jaron complained, shaking his weapon.  The light blinked on, off, and back on again.  He hoped it would keep working, but even if it didn’t, he still had the bots, their lights, and their protection.   
 
    Just then there were flashes in the sky, followed by the appearance of rows of blinking lights.  The stars Jaron had admired before were now mostly obscured.   
 
    “Seeker ships,” he breathed.  Every few seconds, new ships arrived.  When the new lights in the sky stopped flickering, Jaron saw distant glows begin to appear on Kairos’s horizon. 
 
    “The next wave,” he said, exhausted and wishing there was a way to take a break.  The lights continued to flicker from all directions on the planet’s surface.  It was just a matter of time before a jumper landed right near them.  They needed a plan, Jaron thought.  But what? 
 
    He looked at his faithful bots, at Ironsides.  They had proven to be powerful allies, but even they were not enough.  He’d lost two of them, and he knew this wave was only going to be harder.  It was game over, or at least, it would be soon enough.   
 
    If they hadn’t done so already, the Seekers would soon acquire Kairosian assets containing that for which they’d come: Earth’s frequency.  Of course, without the cyber grid on, it would be difficult for the Seekers to access the data, but they would, eventually.   
 
    He felt that inner urge again to turn on and use the cyber grid.  It felt like an easy way out, except it wasn’t.  The cyber grid gave him no advantage in this fight.     
 
    An idea occurred to Jaron: if all really was lost, maybe he could at least deliver a final blow.   
 
    He patted the remote monitor in his sack and quickly realized it was a wonder he hadn’t broken it in his fall.  His ribs, on the other hand, hadn’t been so lucky.  He checked the monitor.  It was still working.   
 
    “There is a way out of here, boys,” he said.  “At least for me.”   
 
    He didn’t know where all of them were, but he knew one jumper was back in his lab.  Before the invasion, he’d been working on the jump drive, trying to expand its capacity to shuttle larger craft and more people between sims.  The technology had been developed when Cat had occupied Kairos but had been lost along with her fleet and the orb. 
 
    “That’s it,” he said out loud.  If they could make it to his lab, he could turn the cyber grid back on and overload the power station.  It would set off a chain reaction throughout all of Kairos.  There’d be collateral damage—Kairosians still alive would be killed—but they were all as good as dead now anyway. 
 
    He turned in a circle, trying to get his bearings.  Without the cyber grid, it was hard to know which way his lab was.  He brought out his map and checked their last known position.   
 
    “The Oldlands—” he pointed down an alley, “—is that way.”  One of the bots helpfully shined its light, confirming that the city really did come to an end there. 
 
    “Which means…” He turned about one-hundred twenty degrees and pointed.  “My lab is that way.” 
 
    He saw more Seekers’ lights flickering, many in the direction of his lab.  His plan was a gamble.  But it was his best bet, his only chance at staying alive.  Saving Kairos was no longer an option.  But maybe he could make its destruction count for something.   
 
    He looked at Ironsides and said, “You know what you do if you can’t win fair and square at Baloot?” 
 
    Ironsides bleeped  and blooped as if insulted by Jaron’s accusation. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what you do,” Jaron said.  “You cheat.”   
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
    TAVEN EXITED THE portal, appearing in Stafford’s office.  Sitting behind his desk, the general grabbed a hidden blaster from underneath it, aiming it at the intruder. 
 
    “Blast it, Taven!  This is why you are supposed to come through in the jumper bay.” 
 
    “Put that away,” Taven said defiantly.   
 
    Stafford stared Taven down for a moment.  He wasn’t used to insubordination.  Finally, placing the blaster back under the desk, he asked, “Where’s Isham?” 
 
    Taven threw the recon instrument onto Stafford’s desk.  “He died, guarding this.” 
 
    Stafford picked it up and examined it. 
 
    “It’s the key to defeating Eleazar,” Taven said.  “His new sim’s frequency is on it, among other things.”   
 
    Stafford silently held the recon instrument for another moment, then buzzed his virtual assistant.  The electronic voice began its greeting:  “Hello, General Stafford.  What can—” 
 
    “I’m uploading data.  It needs to be sent directly to Dr. Hewitt,” Stafford said, interrupting the assistant.  He placed the instrument on a bare corner of his desk which immediately lit up, scanning the device.  “Tell him he needs to analyze it immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, General,” said the voice.   
 
    “What happened?” Stafford asked, gesturing to Taven to have a seat.   
 
    Taven reluctantly sat down.  “It was a trap,” he began.  “We entered the Ghost City index—it’s crawling with Seekers, by the way—found Eleazar’s palace, and jumped there.  Nobody was home, and that should have been our first clue.  Nothing should be that easy.”   
 
    Taven looked away, feeling a fresh wave of guilt.  “If I’d been helping Jaron on Kairos,” he said, “none of this would have happened.” 
 
    Stafford didn’t react, almost like he’d prepared for the accusation and was unfazed by it.  “Please finish,” he said calmly. 
 
    “So, Isham showed me how to use my telekinetic powers—” 
 
    “He did?” Stafford interrupted. 
 
    Taven raised the recon instrument from the corner of the desk, using his powers to levitate it across the room and back again. 
 
    “Amazing,” Stafford remarked.  “What’s the limitation?  How much weight can you move?  From what distance?” 
 
    “I pulled down two starships in low orbit right before I jumped out of there, if that tells you anything.” 
 
    Stafford’s eyebrows lifted, and he appeared to suppress a smile.  “Why didn’t you jump right away when you realized it was a trap?” he asked. 
 
    “Isham said that Eleazar had changed the sub-sim’s programming somehow.  I couldn’t slow the sim or jump away.  But my new powers were unaffected, probably because he didn’t think I’d learned them.” 
 
    “Powers, plural?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly.  I only learned telekinesis.  I should be able to shift sim frequencies the same way Cat and Eleazar have.  But I don’t know how yet, and without Isham to…”  Taven stopped.   
 
    “I understand,” Stafford said after a moment.  “So how’d you get home if you couldn’t create a portal?” 
 
    “There was a jumper in the center of town.  Isham was killed as we made our way to it.  I set the nuke, smashed two of their ships, and got the heck out of there.” 
 
    “Then we can safely assume that sub-sim is destroyed.” 
 
    “Yeah, but a lot of good it did.  Eleazar’s somewhere else now.”  The thought reminded him of the invasion on Kairos.  “Have you heard from Jaron?” 
 
    Stafford held a grim expression. He nodded slowly.  “Yes, he called in a Mayday.  They’re being overrun.” 
 
    Taven stood up.  “Then I need to go.  I can stop them.  Especially now with my new powers.” 
 
    “Minister Dault is at the Joint Council meeting right now, working hard to gain approval for—”   
 
    “Howard Dault,” Taven interrupted, “doesn’t know the meaning of hard work.  He’s a blasted politician.  Kairos is being overrun, our sim’s frequency about to be obtained by Eleazar’s forces, and all he can do is talk.” 
 
    “I understand your concern,” Stafford said, maintaining his composure.  “But there is something else you can do, something that may turn the tide.” 
 
    Taven couldn’t imagine anything more important than fighting alongside Jaron. 
 
    “Hewitt and Kenna have been able to send enough power to Meta to activate Mother,” Stafford explained. 
 
    Taven remembered Hewitt’s spiel about Mother, but he hadn’t really thought about it since then.  “What good is a program going to do?” 
 
    “Well, frankly, we won’t know until you try it.” 
 
    “Until I try it?” 
 
    “Yes, it only responds to someone with a Gatekeeper code,” Stafford explained.  “From what we gather, Mother was the final authority in Meta.  She told the Gatekeepers whatever they wanted to know about the Sim-Verse.” 
 
    “You think it can verify Eleazar’s new sim frequency?” Taven questioned.   
 
    Stafford pointed at the recon instrument.  “The information on that device is critical, but if Hewitt’s right, Mother can tell us much more than just Eleazar’s new sim frequency.  We can know his exact whereabouts, wherever he goes.” 
 
    “Then we can take him out,” Taven replied. 
 
    “Especially with your new powers.  And not only that,” Stafford added, sounding unusually enthusiastic, “Hewitt says it’s a modeling construct, that we can offer the program various scenarios, and it will tell us exactly what would happen.” 
 
    “It can see the future?” 
 
    “It can predict it.  We can know if one strategy’s effective or not before we try it.  We can know if you going to Kairos will help or just get you killed.”  
 
    Still standing, but no longer alarmed, Taven asked, “Is the program ready?” 
 
    “Hewitt’s in Meta now.  Everything’s prepped and waiting for you.” 
 
    “Alright then,” Taven said, nodding.  “Let’s go talk to Mother.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
    TAVEN APPEARED INSIDE Meta’s library.  He eyed the books as he traveled to one of the hallways where he knew Hewitt was supposed to be.  He couldn’t help but think about Jaron and Kairos, how he wished he was there right now, making a difference.  But he had his orders, and he had reason to believe that accessing Mother really could make a greater difference than any one battle. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” Hewitt said as Taven turned the corner.  Dr. Hewitt had a mug in one hand and a half-eaten sandwich wrapped in the distinct blue and white paper from the Braun Orbiter’s cafeteria in the other.   
 
    Kenna appeared from an adjoining hallway after hearing Hewitt.  “Greetings, Taven Smith,” she said, and Taven thought she almost smiled. 
 
    “It’s good to see you guys,” Taven replied.  “Stafford said you’ve been busy.” 
 
    “Only if you call building Dyson spheres and channeling hundreds of yottawatts via modified inter-sim comm busy,” Hewitt said, egg salad on the corner of his mouth.   
 
    “Tell me what I need to know,” Taven requested. 
 
    “Well, truth is,” Hewitt said, “we don’t know much.” 
 
    “How comforting,” Taven quipped. 
 
    “Sorry.  It’s just we can’t get inside her without having a Gatekeeper code.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Taven said, dismissively.  “Stafford said as much.  How do I access the program, and what do I do when I’m inside?” 
 
    “Well, we partially energized the construct by accident,” Hewitt said, pointing to some nearby exposed conduit. 
 
    “It was quite memorable,” Kenna commented, and Taven wondered what she meant by it. 
 
    “But here is how you are supposed to access her,” Hewitt said, removing a piece of paneling that had a handle on it.   
 
    It looked rather unimportant, nothing like the grandeur of Meta’s library.  He began to wonder if this was all getting overblown, that Mother wasn’t what it was cracked up to be.   
 
    He also noticed Hewitt kept referring to the modeling construct as her.  Taven didn’t like assigning a gender to a program or even naming it.  But the rest of Meta had done so, and maybe there had been a reason. 
 
    “So you just punch in here,” Hewitt explained.  Taven looked and saw a single tile, similar to those in the Ghost City index, except there were no frequency numbers and no special symbols minus a small circle. 
 
    “And how do I get out?” Taven asked, not wanting to get stuck inside like he had in the Hudson Construct.   
 
    “We think,” Hewitt began, “that you’d just jump back with your Meta tile, or it’s possible you have a similar interface on the other side that gets you home.” 
 
    Taven had learned that when scientists use the pronoun we, it meant they didn’t want to assume responsibility and might not know what they were talking about.  He sized up Hewitt who looked down nervously, biting into his sandwich. 
 
    “It seems the answer is unclear,” Kenna said after a few awkward seconds. 
 
    “Well, I can always count on you to call a spade a spade,” Taven replied.   
 
    Kenna looked confused by Taven’s expression.   
 
    “Ah, don’t worry about it,” Taven shrugged.  “See you guys in a minute…I hope.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
    TAVEN CAME THROUGH to the other side, and before his sight returned to him, he smelled something familiar.  “Burnt coffee?” he thought aloud. 
 
    “Would you like some?” came a voice.   
 
    His sight rushed back, and he realized he was sitting on a couch.  There were cloth covered chairs and sofas lining three out of four walls in this small room.  The walls were covered with off-white paper and various quaint designs: flowers, farm animals, checkered prints.  Somehow the lack of uniformity was what made it all match.   
 
    Taven faced a cut out part of the wall, from about three feet above the floor to two feet below the ceiling.  Through it, he could see into another set of rooms, some with closed doors, others open with lights off and dim daylight peeking through shut window blinds. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” came the same voice.   
 
    It was a clear tone, but the feminine voice had a subtle accent, one Taven couldn’t put his finger on.  Just then a woman rose from behind the partition, holding an orange mug in one hand and a glass coffee pitcher in the other. 
 
    “You’re Mother?” Taven asked. 
 
    “And you’re Taven,” she replied casually.  “Welcome back.  Now that that’s over with, would you mind answering the question?” 
 
    Taven was confused and didn’t say anything for a moment.  “Oh, no thank you.” 
 
    Mother roughly placed the pitcher and orange mug on the unseen counter behind the partition.  “Some people just like to waste time, don’t they?” she complained. 
 
    Taven didn’t know what that meant, but Mother didn’t seem to expect a response.  She disappeared to one side of the cut-out and, seconds later, reappeared through a door in the corner of the room.   
 
    She carried an olive-drab mug full of coffee and walked carefully toward Taven, as if to not spill.  He studied her; she was of average height, slender, with auburn brown hair that seemed bristly.  The late-fifties looking woman wore wire-rimmed frames that held lenses that were perfect circles.  She smiled at Taven, but only a portion of her face moved, and he didn’t trust the expression.   
 
    “Now, if you change your mind about coffee, don’t bother me about it,” she said crossly, sitting down in a peach-pink lounge chair across from Taven.  She took a long sip of coffee and stared at him.  Her gaze was unsettling. Though she physically seemed unthreatening, there was something about her self-assuredness that made Taven question her motives. 
 
    “Are you going to make me wait all day?” she said, placing her cup on the glass-topped end table beside her. 
 
    “Okay,” Taven started. 
 
    “If it was okay, you wouldn’t be here,” she retorted. 
 
    “I suppose so,” he said.  
 
    “You suppose, or you know?” 
 
    “I…know,” he decided.   
 
    “Then just say that next time.”  She smiled again, but the lines around her eyes didn’t move. 
 
    Taven was already growing tired of this, and he told himself that he had no reason to get pushed around by some dumb program inside Meta.  Of course, a dissenting inner voice said, wasn’t he and everyone else inside the Sim-Verse a program, too? 
 
    “I’m looking for Eleazar,” he said. 
 
    She crossed her legs.  “You still haven’t asked me a question yet.” 
 
    “Fine, where’s Eleazar?” 
 
    “In what simulation would you like me to search?” 
 
    “If I knew that—”    
 
    “You cannot expect me to search the entire Sim-Verse if you don’t turn on all of Meta’s systems.  I’m running at sub-capacity,” she explained, again with an unapologetic tone.  “Specify the sim, and I can give you more exact information.” 
 
    Taven had seen the chart which he believed had Eleazar’s new sim frequency on it.  He tried but couldn’t remember it.  But then he realized that even if he got it right, Eleazar could be anywhere in the Sim-Verse.   
 
    “Look, we’re working on getting the rest of Meta up and running.  We’re trying,” he pleaded. 
 
    “People get what they really want, exactly when they really want to get it,” she said.  “If you truly wanted to know the whereabouts of Eleazar, you’d have already found him.” 
 
    Taven had had enough.  “Alright, tell me about Kairos then.”   
 
    “Ah, you’ve decided to get specific.  What do you want to see?” 
 
    “See?” he repeated. 
 
    “Do you want me to show you what’s happening there now, in the past, in the future?  Under what conditions?  I can’t do all of this for you,” she said, taking another sip of coffee.  After she set the cup down, she sucked air through her clenched teeth like she was in pain. 
 
    “Show me what happens with the Joint Council’s current plan,” Taven said. 
 
    “There.  Was that so hard?”  Then, before Taven could answer, Mother closed her eyes, and Taven’s vision went dark. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
    TAVEN COULD STILL feel the couch underneath him.  And he thought he could move his body; certainly he could shift his hands a little.  But otherwise, he was flying blind.  The disconcerting sensation froze him.  He was too afraid to try standing up and have…well, he didn’t know what would happen.  He was still in his body, he decided—whatever that actually meant in the Sim-Verse—but his mind, his consciousness, was somehow far way.   
 
    Suddenly, images began flashing across his mind’s eye.  They played like videos, ones for which he had instantaneous memories, as if he’d watched them in real time.  Except he hadn’t.  The visions zipped by impossibly fast.  Yet he had perfect recollection of their content.   
 
    At some point, Taven realized he was seeing visions of future events, though these new memories felt as real as anything he could remember.  He saw Jaron, running in the dark on Kairos.  Bots like those they’d found in the power station were with him.  At first, they looked like they were chasing Jaron, but then Taven saw Seeker soldiers behind them.  And several times the bots turned, stood their ground, and fought off their attackers while Jaron continued forward. 
 
    The scene flashed ahead.  Again, Jaron was running.  This time there were no bots with him.  He was alone, outside the city, in the twilight glow of the Oldlands.   
 
    Another flash.  Taven saw Stafford in a small room with red lighting.  The general ran from one end of the room to the other, punching buttons.   
 
    A computer spoke, “Authentication required.”   
 
    There were two retina scanners, one on each side of the room.  Stafford placed his face near one of the scanners, and the computer beeped.  Above each scanner was a long series of numbers.  Taven understood they were detonator codes. 
 
    Another flash.  Taven saw a planet from low orbit.  Besides the fire and flames, it was completely dark.  Then a blinding white light shone from the surface, followed by a large explosion and shockwave that swept across the dark continent, setting off new explosions, a nuclear chain reaction.   
 
    With the next flash, Taven began to tremble.  He saw Amy with Evelynn clutched in her arms.  They were in the custody of Seeker soldiers, being made to walk down a translucent crystalline hallway.  Then Amy was forced to her knees.  A cloaked figure stood before them.  Taven’s heart raced with anger as he watched Eleazar greet his family.   
 
    “Stop!” Taven shouted. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
    THE LIGHTS CAME back on in Taven’s mind, and he realized he was fully present, back with Mother.   
 
    “You didn’t like what you saw, did you?” she asked unsympathetically, sipping her coffee. 
 
    “How sure are you?” Taven asked. 
 
    She breathed through her teeth again.  “Be specific,” she said, putting her mug back on the end table. 
 
    “About everything you showed me,” he said.  “The predictions—how likely are they?” 
 
    “Taven, they aren’t predictions.” 
 
    “Then what are they, a computer program’s deluded fantasies?” 
 
    “What you saw is what will happen,” she said firmly. 
 
    “Then I have to change things,” Taven said, standing.  “I won’t let that happen.  How do I get out of here?” 
 
    She pointed at the door she’d entered through, and Taven rushed toward it, expecting it to be an exit like the door from inside the Hudson Construct.   
 
    “Taven,” she said, stopping him.  He turned and looked at her.  She took her time, saying, “Nothing happens without your permission.” 
 
    He didn’t know what that meant either, but he said, “That’s why I’m going to stop it.” 
 
    She shook her head and grinned, her eyes still cold.  “You never get it the first time, do you?”   
 
    “Get what?” he asked, his hand on the doorknob.   
 
    “Don’t be such a stranger, will ya?” she said almost sweetly.  Taven, opened the door and exited, having had enough of her games. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
    “WE’VE GOT TO go, right now,” Taven told them. 
 
    “But, I’m just not sure—” Hewitt tried to say. 
 
    “I’ve already told you,” Taven insisted.  “The future must be changed.  I’m going to need you both with me, if nothing else, as witnesses.” 
 
    “I am with you, Taven Smith,” Kenna promised.  He knew she was.  Hewitt was a decent guy, but Taven couldn’t seem to get through to him.   
 
    “Look,” Taven said, making a portal back to Stafford’s office, “come with me now.  I’ll convince everybody all at the same time.”  
 
    Hewitt started to argue, but then Kenna loyally entered Taven’s portal, and Hewitt lost his mojo.  He stepped through, and Taven followed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
    “AH, YOU’RE JUST in time,” Howard Dault said, rising from his chair opposite General Stafford’s desk. 
 
    Taven felt confused.  He hadn’t expected Dault to be back from the Joint Council meetings yet, and he frankly had wished Stafford had been alone when he got there. 
 
    “Won’t you all join us?” Dault suggested, leading them out of Stafford’s office and into the board room where they’d met previously. 
 
    “Look,” Taven said, when they’d gotten inside, “I’ve got something important to tell you.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Dault said.  “You’ve returned from the predictive algorithm?” 
 
    “It’s not predictive,” Taven stammered. 
 
    “Well,” Dault went on, unabated, “the Joint Council just adjourned moments ago.”  Taven thought for a second, how did Dault get back to the station so quickly?  But then he remembered that the bureaucrat had started using jumpers to go to and from Earth, making his transit time a split second.  
 
    “And, an important decision has been made,” Dault continued as everyone took a seat.  “As you all know, there has been a certain amount of…let’s call it inefficiency.  The dangers, the existential threat caused by the Seeker campaigns—the situation can shift quickly.  And though the Joint Council has chosen to retain ultimate authority over policy making, they have granted special executive war powers to the Ministry of Defense.” 
 
    “They’re letting you call all the shots now?” Taven asked incredulously. 
 
    “It’s more nuanced than that,” Dault said with disdain at Taven’s crudeness.  “I have been given privileged but limited authority when it comes to our general defense.  The Council agreed that Eleazar could move faster than it could react, and that it was prudent to have their representative fully authorized to engage with said threats without reticence, and with no  fear of legal repercussions.” 
 
    “I thought General Stafford was in charge of defense,” Taven challenged. 
 
    “I retain all of my former authority,” Stafford spoke up.  “But Minister Dault is now fully authorized to make certain kinds of decisions rather than getting the Joint Council’s permission every time.  This is good news, Taven.  We can get more done, quicker.” 
 
    All Taven knew was that Dault, the epitome of a politician, had somehow convinced the other politicians to grant him even more power.  He couldn’t imagine what games he had played to achieve this, but the whole thing stunk. 
 
    “Let’s see what Minister Dault has to say about nuking Kairos,” Taven said. 
 
    The room went silent for several tense seconds.  Then Dault spoke.  “The only one here responsible for global genocide is you, Taven.” 
 
    Taven recoiled, shocked by the accusation until he remembered that he and Isham had blown Eleazar’s palace sub-sim.  “That world didn’t have any civilians on it,” Taven argued. 
 
    “According to the reports I read, there were plenty of Seekers there when you left it,” Dault retorted.  Before Taven could respond, Dault continued, “But as to your unfounded accusation, neither I, nor General Stafford, or anyone from the Joint Council has suggested a nuclear attack be levied on Kairos.  There are simply too many innocent lives to be lost in such a heavy-handed attack.” 
 
    “But you know full well,” Taven said, “that Kairos is losing the battle.  Jaron sent a mayday message.  They’re not going to make it.  So what are you going to do when there aren’t innocent lives left?  You’re not seriously just going to let the Seekers have Kairos, are you?  You might as well send them our sim frequency on a silver platter.” 
 
    Dault cracked a dubious grin.  “If I didn’t know better, Taven, I’d think you wanted us to bomb Kairos.  Whose side are you on, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m on the side that doesn’t see the whole planet getting nuked and Eleazar…”  Taven got choked up by the memory of seeing his wife and daughter brought low before the blind Gatekeeper.  Regaining his composure, he added, “We just can’t let Eleazar take over.” 
 
    “That’s what you saw?” Stafford asked earnestly.  “That’s what Mother predicted?” 
 
    “She said it wasn’t a prediction; it’s going to happen,” Taven said, “unless we change our plan.” 
 
    “Dr. Hewitt,” Stafford said, “how accurate could Mother be?” 
 
    “Well,” Hewitt started, stretching his pudgy fingers, “if we weren’t in a simulated universe, I’d say no program could predict the future with absolute certainty.  The Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle would forbid it.” 
 
    “But we do live in a simulated universe, Dr. Hewitt,” Kenna said, apparently not following Hewitt’s meaning. 
 
    “Precisely,” he went on.  “If all of the Sim-Verse is encoded on one massive hard drive somewhere in base reality, and Mother is able to analyze it, to crunch the factors from outside the system, as it were, she could avoid the observer effect and, well…I don’t think she could miss.  Without the observer altering the system, without changing it somehow, it would all be quantifiable.  Which means our future is a predetermined certainty.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” Dault said, “except for the fact that the Joint Council has not made plans to send nuclear devices to Kairos.  So, Mother,” he said spitefully, “is in error.” 
 
    Taven recalled the scene he’d witnessed with Mother, the one where Stafford ran back and forth between two detonators.  Unlike regular memories, the ones he recalled from his interactions with Mother were crystal clear.  Not only could he retrieve them easily, he could freeze individual frames and examine them like still photos.  Taven read aloud the two sets of codes that blinked red above the detonators. 
 
    Dault and Stafford exchanged shocked glances.  “Where did you get those numbers?” Stafford demanded. 
 
    “From Mother,” Taven replied, vindicated.  “I saw you use them before Kairos blew up.” 
 
    Dault stewed on Taven’s answer, and Taven wondered what they weren’t saying.   
 
    “Whatever you saw,” Dault contended, “you did not see our plans for Kairos.  Those numbers…are classified.  They’re important, but they’re not what you think they are.” 
 
    “The Joint Council may have made you king for the day,” Taven said, “but there are some things you can’t control.  You can spin the truth, but you can’t alter it—just other people’s perception of it.  And that’s only if they’ve got their eyes closed.”   
 
    Dault scowled.  He clearly wasn’t used to being talked to this way.  He bit his lip and carefully said, “What do you want?” 
 
    “First, I’ll tell you what I’m going to do.  Then I’ll tell you what I want,” Taven whined.  He heard his own voice.  It wasn’t the sound of someone in control.  He tried to calm down. 
 
    Dault raised an impatient eyebrow.  “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “I’m going to Kairos and—” 
 
    “That’s not the plan,” Stafford barked. 
 
    “I’m going to Kairos,” Taven repeated more forcefully, “and I’m going to help Jaron and the Kairosians.  With my telekinetic abilities, I can do more than create temporal bubbles; I can smash starships.”   
 
    It was all a bluff.  If Taven couldn’t convince them to join him, he wouldn’t risk taking it all into his own hands the way he had with the battle against Cat.  He’d lost Mack that way, and he’d learned his lesson.   
 
    “And what do you want from us?” Dault asked. 
 
    “Just your help,” Taven answered.   
 
    Dault stood up from the board room table and went to the observation window.  He gazed out, studying the Meyer Corp’s fleet: mining ships turned into inter-sim fighting machines.  He was considering the proposition, Taven knew, but not on its military or strategic merits.  This initial test, Dault’s first use of unrestrained executive power, was a symbolic one.  The truth was there was nothing Dault could do to stop Taven.  Any use of force would be futile.  All that was really at stake was Dault’s perceived authority.  If he went along with Taven’s plan, he could stay in charge.  He could maintain the illusion of control.   
 
    Dault turned and faced them.  His eyes were stone cold and locked on Taven.  It was unnerving, and Taven felt pressure to break the stare.  Finally, Dault spoke.  “I think it can be arranged.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
    HOWARD DAULT, IT turned out, was full of surprises.  Not only had he agreed to go Taven’s way—which made Taven wonder if it had been Dault’s plan all along—but he also revealed that the Joint Council and Meyer Corp had been keeping massive secrets, even from Taven. 
 
    After the board meeting adjourned, Dault made a call over the inter-sim comm.  It was to a frequency Taven didn’t recognize.  All he could tell by the number was that it was for a sub-sim.   
 
    Then Dault led them out of the board room and into the jumper bay.  From a distance, Taven noticed that most of the jumper stations were empty, the jumpers presumably away on missions.  That was surprising considering what Stafford had said about the Joint Council limiting the number of inter-sim jumps.  But before they reached the central section of the bay, five empty jumpers arrived.  Dault explained that they were for them, and that their destination frequency was already programmed into the jump drives. 
 
    After travelling to the unknown sub-sim, Taven stepped out of his jumper and saw what looked like the Braun Orbiter’s jumper bay just as they’d left it.  Had the jump drives failed? he wondered.  But then he saw Dault stepping out of his jumper, greeting everyone warmly, and saying, “Welcome to the Orion.” 
 
    On this secret sub-sim, the Joint Council had been building a veritable armada of military starships.  And the Orion was its official flagship.  Each vessel had its own jump drive, making it capable of inter-sim travel. 
 
    Dault explained that this sub-sim was chosen for a few reasons: it was distant from any of the frequencies in the Ghost City index, so it was unlikely to be discovered by Seekers.  Its star also had its own Dyson sphere, though Hewitt and Kenna had been kept in the dark about its construction.  There weren’t any sizable planets in orbit around the star.  Rather, the whole system was a massive asteroid belt, a plentiful source of metal ore and inorganic combustible gases which directly aided in the covert construction project.   
 
    And lastly, but importantly, this sub-sim ran as fast as any other in Meta’s library.  This meant that days or weeks went by here while only minutes passed on Earth.  It was opposite to Meta, the slowest place in the known Sim-Verse.  Time, it had been determined, was Earth’s most precious resource.  And it was here in this sub-sim where people could leverage the temporal differential to accomplish great feats in short order, relatively speaking.  They weren’t just mining asteroids; they were mining time itself.     
 
    Though Taven had never been on it before, the Orion felt familiar.  The bones of the ship were like the St. George, the mining craft on which he’d been a foreman.  But unlike the St. George, the Orion was fully outfitted with blast cannons, semi-autonomous missiles, and—most surprisingly—S-class heavy fighters.  In place of a mining ship’s jaws of death, a hangar bay had been constructed.   
 
    Taven stood in a hallway, looking out its small, circular window.  From here, he could see most of the fleet positioned around the Orion.  Lights on the ceiling flashed, and a pilot carrying her helmet in one arm ran past Taven toward the hangar bay.  This entire secret armada was preparing for inter-sim travel.  Destination: Kairos. 
 
    It was a wonder that the Joint Council had been able to keep this fleet a secret.  But it was equally astounding that they had convinced so many young men and women to work here.  It must have taken years in this sub-sim to construct the fleet.   
 
    Maybe, Taven thought, it wasn’t as hard a sale as he had first imagined.  How difficult would it be to convince a young person to give up years of their life if they were told only a few days or weeks might pass on Earth and that they could pick up their lives where they’d left off?  Of course they would have aged, but their ballooning bank accounts would have made it worth it.  There were two things Taven knew from working with so many fledgling astro-miners: not only did the young believe they were blaster proof, they also thought they’d live forever.   
 
    But, as it turned out, the Joint Council had decided that the security risk of recruiting people from Earth was too great.  Instead, they’d enlisted members of their fleet from a number of explored sims.  Taven couldn’t imagine how they’d convinced someone to leave their world, leave their entire simulation, and go fight another world’s war.  But the Joint Council had done just that. 
 
    “Taven Smith,” a voice over the comm said, “please report to the bridge.”   
 
    Taven didn’t move.  He knew things were about to change forever.  Once he reached the bridge, Dault would order the Orion to jump to Kairos, followed immediately by the rest of the fleet.  The battle would ensue, and they would win or lose.  Taven could do serious damage with his new powers, but he wondered where the finish line was.  How would victory be defined?  If they destroyed all of the Seekers, there’d be another wave with more to kill.  Would Eleazar be there?  Could he be defeated?  What if he wasn’t there?  How long, and how many millions or billions of Seekers would have to be slain before they’d stop coming?  How much blood was already on Taven’s hands, and how much more could he bathe in before becoming someone worse than Eleazar? 
 
    Those questions couldn’t be answered, at least not on this side of the jump.  He turned his mind to Amy and Evelynn.  They were the real reason he was doing this.  Sure, there were billions of other lives at stake.  But if he had to become a monster to save the presumed innocent masses—he wasn’t sure he could manage.  But to save his family—that was different.  It was more self-evident, clearer.  He couldn’t allow what Mother had shown him to happen.  He couldn’t allow Amy and Evelynn to be forced to bow down to that blind despot.  To stop that, there was no price too dear to pay. 
 
    Taven took one last look at the sitting fleet, unsure how many of them would return in one piece.  Then he turned and headed to the bridge. 
 
  
 
 
 
    CHAPTER 36 
 
    TAVEN STILL WASN’T used to having an entire Meyer Corp ship, let alone a fleet, jumping to another sim.  He’d gotten used to the single occupant jumpers, and he’d squeezed a few larger vessels through his own portals.  But since Hewitt had managed to adapt jump drives to starships—it was a whole new Sim-Verse for the people of Earth.  Of course, for the crew of the covert fleet, jump drives have been around for months, maybe years.  What happened a few days ago on Earth had been shuttled quickly to this secret installation and was already old technology. 
 
    “That’s the last of them, sir,” said a navigation tech, sitting nearby. 
 
    “You still have them?” Dault checked. 
 
    Taven nodded.  It wasn’t easy to hold the entire Kairosian system in a temporal bubble while the rest of the fleet jumped through.  When he had assisted Jaron, he had slowed the dark side of the planet, which was no easy task.  But this was much harder.  Taven kept an unaltered space around the Orion for the remaining ships to jump into, but all of Kairos and the surrounding space filled with Seeker craft was frozen. 
 
    “What’s the status of the planet?” Dault asked a different tech.  She punched her console, scrolling through readouts.   
 
    “It’s still dark, sir.  The cyber grid’s down.” 
 
    Dault turned back to Taven.  “Any sign of Eleazar?” 
 
    Taven shook his head, his eyes closed.  “I wouldn’t be able to maintain this if he were here.” 
 
    “Good,” Dault said, like he was ticking a box on his checklist.   
 
    “What about the people?” Taven grunted, still straining to hold the temporal field. 
 
    “It’s…”  The tech read through more data.  “It’s hard to tell,” she said.  “There are many people on the planet’s surface, but it’s not easy to differentiate between Seekers and Kairosians.” 
 
    “It’s all ablaze,” said a different tech, sitting nearby.   
 
    “I understand,” Dault responded, “and what about the outer system?” 
 
    The navigation tech answered, “We’re outnumbered; that’s for sure.  Looks like they have nearly two hundred ships out there, most of which are a bit larger than us.  We won’t know what they’re capable of until we engage.” 
 
    The Joint Council’s covert fleet numbered only twenty-five ships, but Taven wasn’t concerned about their odds in space.  He could work through the enemy ships himself if he had to.  But the planet’s surface was another matter.  Ablaze.  That’s what the tech had said, and Taven wondered if he was already too late, that what he’d seen with Mother was about to take place on Kairos regardless.  It was illogical, but he had the dreadful feeling that he was fighting fate itself. 
 
    “Have the fleet check in,” Dault ordered.   
 
    The comm tech punched his console and pressed his finger up against his earpiece.  Moments later, he responded, “Everyone’s up and running, awaiting orders. 
 
    “Tell them to engage enemy craft.  Operation Maelstrom is a go,” Dault said.  Then he turned to Taven who had his eyes closed.  “Okay, you can drop the temporal field.”   
 
    Taven let go of it and made an involuntary gasp for air as his body was relieved of the tension.  He bent at the waist, like an exhausted runner catching his breath.  He thought about scanning the surface of Kairos, looking for Jaron.  But even if he found Jaron’s signature, there was little he could do for him until they’d cleared the system of Seeker starships.   
 
    Standing upright, Taven looked at the main viewer.  On it he saw the Daedalus, the ship General Stafford commanded, lead the charge toward the nearest Seeker craft.  The rest of the fleet—minus the Orion which was to stay in its current position—fell into formation, dividing into four groups of six.  
 
    Each group had a single vanguard ship like the Daedalus, the formation’s tip of the spear, having the strongest armor and short-range armament.  A vestige of their mining ship roots was apparent; rather than a hangar bay in place of the jaws-of-death, these vanguard ships had armor piercing drills for ramming opposing vessels.  Engineers had taken the success of the Unionist ships at the battle with Cat and had augmented the craft to make the strategy even more effective.   
 
    Behind the vanguard ship were two carrier craft, more agile and holding multiple fighter squadrons.  And the three remaining ships formed the rear guard, the base of the simple six-ship pyramid formation.  These were slower craft but had devastating long-range weaponry. 
 
    Taven watched with bated breath as the Daedalus’s oversized drill began to spin, drawing closer to the Seeker craft. 
 
    “The enemy is engaging,” reported a tech, and Taven saw the Seeker craft’s blaster fire.  “So far, the Daedalus appears unharmed.” 
 
    “Good,” Dault said simply.  “Scramble fighter squadrons.”    
 
    The comm tech mouthed over his microphone, and seconds later the carrier ships in Stafford’s formation launched dozens of fighters.  They raced toward the opposing ship.  And just as they reached it, the Seeker craft behaved like a kicked beehive, launching its own fighters in defense.   
 
    When they engaged the Seeker fighters, the allied squadrons broke out of formation and clouded around the Daedalus.  Taven knew that fighter squadrons were likely to sustain heavy casualties, but they were a necessary evil in space battles.  Even a heavily armored ship like the Daedalus could succumb to well-targeted blasts or detonations delivered by nimble fighters.   
 
    “The Daedalus has reached the enemy craft,” the tech reported.   
 
    The Daedalus’s spinning drill ground against the Seeker ship’s hull, sparks arcing like lightning bolts in all directions.   
 
    “The enemy craft is attempting to retreat,” a different tech announced. 
 
    “Engage that target.  All batteries,” Dault instructed.  After the command was sent out, the carrier ships opened fire.  Then, seconds later, the rear guard joined the siege, their long-distance cannons demonstratively superior.   
 
    Between the formation’s collective barrage and the continued sparks emitted from the Daedalus’s impinged stinger, Taven could barely make out the enemy craft.   
 
    And then it happened.  The main viewer screen became oversaturated by a blinding flash of light that made Taven wince.  When the vid-screen readjusted, a massive fireball expanded from where the Seeker ship had once been. 
 
    “Looks like the craft’s core blew, sir,” another tech gleefully reported. 
 
    “What’s the status of the Daedalus?” Dault demanded.  Taven wondered the same thing, since it was hidden behind flames. 
 
    Before the tech could report, there were cheers from the crew as the Daedalus roared out of the debris field, back into view, and on toward the next Seeker ship. 
 
    Howard Dault clicked buttons on his command console, toggling the view screen to various other pyramid formations.  More flashes and fireballs filled the screen as other lead ships replicated the Daedalus’s success. 
 
    Seemingly satisfied, Dault turned to Taven.  “Ready to get into the mix?” 
 
    Taven grinned and said, “Let’s do some damage.”  
 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
    “TAKE OUT THOSE ships!” Mikel screamed over the comm.  It was a fleet-wide message.  The Seeker starship commanders had one-by-one contacted him for instructions regarding the unexpected arrival of the enemy craft.  The commanders stupidly needed to be told to fight back, as if there were any other option.   
 
    Mikel was aboard the de facto Seeker flagship.  He never imagined he’d be orchestrating a defense from space when he’d come through from Eleazar’s sim.  He’d been sent to observe, like always, to be the Great Father’s Eyes, and to report on the progress of the Kairosian conquest.   
 
    “Zoom out,” he ordered, and the view screen in front of him shifted, showing the entire battlefield.  He was too close to the action, he decided.  He pointed to a more distant spot away from the rest of the Seeker’s fleet.   
 
    “Get us here,” he instructed.   
 
    The Seeker crew quickly carried out his orders, the ship’s engines powering up before jetting away from the battlefield. 
 
    Mikel took a deep breath and selected the inter-sim comm.  Calling Eleazar was going against his orders, or at least, he was afraid it was.  Because the old man had simply told him to monitor Kairos and report back when the battle was won.  But surely the arrival of enemy ships warranted a breach in protocol.   
 
    Biting his lip, he punched the call button.  Seconds later, the vid-screen changed, and he saw the wall-sized image of the blindfolded Gatekeeper. 
 
    “Sire,” Mikel began, bowing.  “Forgive my—” 
 
    “The battle isn’t won yet?” Eleazar interrupted. 
 
    “No, but I—” 
 
    “Ships have arrived?” Eleazar asked. 
 
    “Yes… I feared it was unexpected.” 
 
    Eleazar laughed, but his chuckles dried up into a growl before saying, “Have you forgotten that you are my eyes, that I see exactly as you see?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t forgotten,” Mikel said feebly.  “What are your orders?”  He needed to assume a submissive posture as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Your orders stand.  Await victory.” 
 
    Mikel’s head was down.  He slowly raised it, and with sincere confusion on his face asked, “But they are destroying our fleet.  They have armor piercing capabilities and—” 
 
    “Await VICTORY!”  Eleazar shouted, his voice changing into an unnatural tone.  Then more quietly, he added, “Mikel…” 
 
    “Yes, sire?” 
 
    “You must learn to trust me completely.” 
 
    “I do. I…I will,” Mikel promised. 
 
    Eleazar smiled faintly, then said, “My ship is being made ready.  I will join you shortly.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
    JARON COULDN’T REMEMBER the last time he’d seen another Kairosian.  He’d met a few when he’d first come with his bots from the power station.  But since then, he’d had less and less contact with his fellow resistance fighters.   
 
    “Slow down,” he commanded.  Ironsides who was running while carrying Jaron obeyed as did the rest of the five-member squad.  They always followed orders promptly.  That was one of the few things Jaron could still count on.   
 
    “Okay, stop now.  Put me down,” he said.  Ironsides did.   
 
    They’d reached a familiar intersection, though it was strange to see it unlit by the cyber grid.  If it hadn’t been for the unanimated fountain down this alleyway—the place where Jaron had first met his late wife Kaleel—he could have run right past it, never recognizing this stretch of Kairos he knew like the back of his hand.  Of course, even the back of one’s hand was hard to recognize in the dark.   
 
    “Turn those off,” he told the bots, and they instantly switched off their lights.  Now, only Jaron’s busted blaster attachment was shining.  He held his blaster at his right side, pointing it at the ground.  He didn’t want any would-be enemies to notice them.   
 
    He peered around the corner but pulled back immediately, putting his back flat against the wall. 
 
    “Blast it, we’re too late,” he whispered.  Ironsides turned his head and beeped as if trying to console his master. 
 
    “The building’s on fire, and there’s a swarm of Seekers down that way,” Jaron said.  “I’d say the jumper inside my lab is either destroyed or they’ve already taken it into custody.” 
 
    Ironsides let out a melancholy bloop.   
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Jaron said.  “I wouldn’t have made it this far without you.” 
 
    Now he was stuck.  His plan had been to leave in the jumper that was in his lab after ramping up the power station in order to blow the cyber grid.  It was a last-ditch effort to conceal Earth’s frequency and get the heck off Kairos, not to mention take out untold Seekers in the process.  But now it looked like he wasn’t getting off the planet alive, and the Seekers probably already had his jumper and maybe several others.  What to do? 
 
    He pulled out his remote monitor and eyed its dim glow.  It was still working, the station awaiting his command to start pumping power into the cyber grid.  Jaron considered for a moment—it was just a fantasy—turning on the cyber grid properly, with the buffer in place so that it didn’t overload.  He wanted to access some of his files, some of his digital memories with Kaleel.  Just one last time, he wished. 
 
    “You were right,” Jaron said.   
 
    Ironsides bleeped.   
 
    “No, not you, pal,” Jaron chuckled.  “I was talking to Kaleel.  You know, she liked the past more than the future.  And I guess she was right; our future turned out to be a bad place to visit.” 
 
    Visit.  The word seemed to echo in his mind.  That was it, he thought.  There was one place he could go, undoubtedly the same place Kaleel would want to go if she were here.  He could power up the cyber grid and retreat with the help of the bots, and if he was lucky, he’d make it to the Oldlands alive.  After that, he had no idea.  Maybe he’d die out there—starve to death.  Or maybe the Seekers would abandon the sim, and he’d be left alone to rebuild.  Or maybe Taven would come looking for him.   
 
    Jaron peeked around the corner one last time, and decided his plan was crazy, but it beat the alternatives. 
 
    “You ready for another run?” he asked Ironsides. 
 
    The battle bot stood upright and extended his arms to carry Jaron.  Jaron turned around and got his bearings once more.   
 
    “The Oldlands are…”  He pointed.  “…that way.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
    “WHAT’S THE STATUS of the Seeker fleet?” Dault asked a navigation tech.   
 
    She scrolled her console’s screen before answering, “The enemy fleet is down forty-two percent.” 
 
    “What’s that in real numbers?” Dault asked. 
 
    “They started with one hundred eighty-six starships,” the tech said.  “One hundred and eight are still flying.” 
 
    Taven, using his telekinetic abilities, let out a grunt as he pulled two ships together, smashing them so hard they exploded on impact. 
 
    “Make that one hundred and six, sir,” the tech amended. 
 
    “Very good,” Dault said.  “And our fleet?” 
 
    “We’ve lost some fighters, but all our starships are still intact.” 
 
    “Not bad for our first outing,” Dault mouthed. 
 
    “Come again, sir?” asked the tech. 
 
    Before Dault could answer, there was a flash on the main viewer, and Taven knew it wasn’t another exploding ship.  This flash was different.  He switched to his Gatekeeper vision and scanned the battlefield.  Taven quickly located the source of the flash, a Gatekeeper signature so bright, so red, that it might as well have been a beacon. 
 
    “Eleazar,” Taven said. 
 
    “Okay, look sharp, everybody,” Dault announced.  “We’ve got company.”  Then he turned to the comm tech and ordered him to inform the other ship commanders. 
 
    Taven heard Dault’s words grow faint.  And he noticed that Eleazar’s signature was fading, too.  Taven switched back to regular vision just in time to see his surroundings fizzle away and disappear into black.   
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
    JARON PUSHED HARDER.  It was just a matter of time now before the cyber grid would blow, creating a chain reaction likely to throw fire and debris well outside Kairos’s city limits.  He regretted destroying his remote monitor.  He would have liked to check it now, just to see how close to the edge he was.  But he knew keeping it operational would make a way for the Seekers to stop his plan.  If they captured him, they could have forced him to turn off the power station.  But with the remote monitor broken into bits, he’d cemented his plan in motion. 
 
    “Keep it up,” he told Ironsides who was carrying him into the Oldlands.  The sound of the bot’s pounding feet had begun to soften.  Jaron didn’t know if it was because of the changing landscape—short grass grew here in the twilight—or if there was something wrong with his last remaining battle bot.  There had to be a limit to the bot’s internal power.  And the blaster fire Ironsides had survived couldn’t have helped matters.   
 
    There was a flash, and Jaron thought it might be a jumper or maybe even another ship in the sky.  But it had come from behind him.  He strained his neck, trying to peer around Ironsides’s wide chest.  But he still couldn’t see.   
 
    “Stop for a second,” he said. 
 
    Ironsides stopped abruptly, his feet sliding on the soft ground.  But then he resumed sprinting toward the Oldlands.  Jaron was confused by the bot’s apparent insubordination until he realized the bot had obeyed his instructions literally; Ironsides had stopped for exactly one second before running again. 
 
    “Stop,” Jaron said.   
 
    Ironsides did.  Jaron jumped out of the bot’s arms and stepped around the bot, peering back at what was left of Kairos.  Though darker than it would have been had the cyber grid been up, the city was illuminated by fires across the horizon.  There was another flash of light, and Jaron confirmed that the detonation wasn’t from a battle.  It was another link in the chain reaction, exploding infrastructure caused by the unbuffered power supply.     
 
    “Good,” he said.  There was another burst, and he knew this would continue, faster and faster until all of Kairos was smoldering in ashes. 
 
    Jaron let out a sigh of relief.  He might be responsible for destroying Kairos—though in actuality it was the Seekers who had done that—but at least he wouldn’t let intelligence information fall into enemy hands.  Earth’s frequency would burn along with the rest of the city, along with the unlived future he’d once imagined for himself.  The Seekers and the dead or dying Kairosians would all be incinerated.  And not even his metal bots that had fallen along the way could withstand the inferno that would soon erupt.     
 
    Just then, Jaron spotted more lights from the city.  But these weren’t from explosions.   
 
    “Looks like we’ve got company,” he said to Ironsides.  Hastily, he climbed back into the bot’s arms and ordered him to speed on toward the Oldlands. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
    TAVEN FOUND HIMSELF in a familiar ghostly white room. Instantly, he recognized the parley initiated by the blind Gatekeeper.     
 
    He heard footsteps, and he traced the sound out beyond the room’s cloudlike edge.  He couldn’t help but expect to see Cat’s glowing green eyes in the mist, though he knew his opponent possessed no eyes.  Taven shifted to his Gatekeeper vision and saw Eleazar’s glowing red signature.  Then he lifted his hands, making fists like a boxer.   
 
    “Oh, my boy.  Why the aggressive posture?” Eleazar said with a dry cackle. 
 
    “No games, old man.  I’m not falling for any of your tricks.” 
 
    “You know this place, right?” Eleazar asked, unfazed by Taven’s projection of confidence.  The blind man walked toward him unhesitatingly.   
 
    Taven clinched his fists tighter, preparing for an attack.  “Don’t get any closer or…” 
 
    “Or what?” Eleazar repeated, smiling.  “Are you going to punch me?” 
 
    It only then occurred to Taven, what was he waiting for?  Why didn’t he try to kill Eleazar right away? 
 
    “I’m not who I was the last time we met,” Taven managed to say. 
 
    “Oh, am I to be surprised that time has had its inevitable effect?  It always changes us, Taven.  Always draws us further from grace.”  Eleazar stopped a couple of paces away and joined his hands together near his waist as if he were praying.     
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” Taven replied.  “I’m stronger than the last time I faced you.  You can’t just roll over me now.” 
 
    “The confidence of youth,” pronounced the old man.  “There’s nothing in the Sim-Verse like it.  It would be refreshing if it didn’t always turn out the same way.” 
 
    Taven didn’t want to carry on like this.  “What do you want?” he demanded. 
 
    “I think you know quite well what I want.  And you’re going to help me get it.” 
 
    “To conquer every sim, to destroy the whole Sim-Verse?” Taven scoffed. 
 
    “Only if necessary,” Eleazar said, sounding offended.  “The Makers—they must answer for their crimes.  And in order to reach them, I must return to Meta.  You could…”  Eleazar began pacing back and forth.  “You could take me there now, and this could all be over.” 
 
    “I’ll never help you,” Taven promised.   
 
    Eleazar’s pacing quickened.  “That’s where you are wrong again.  You don’t get that choice, young man.  I will get what I want, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Taven said, his gut tensing.  Eleazar’s catlike pacing made him certain he would soon pounce, and he remembered the wound that Cat had given him in a parley just like this one.   
 
    “You think you can stop me?” Eleazar asked.  “Do you think those measly ants you call your friends will stop me?” 
 
    “They’re doing a pretty good job of it right now,” Taven quipped. 
 
    Eleazar laughed, and the fact that it seemed so genuine made Taven feel queasy.   
 
    “All of your friends, your acquaintances, your family—you think of them as assets, don’t you?” the old man questioned. 
 
    Taven didn’t answer.  He knew where this was going.   
 
    “They’re liabilities, boy,” the blind man continued.  “They will be your undoing; I can promise you that.” 
 
    “They are why I will beat you.  I have a reason to be here, but you have nothing,” Taven said, not knowing where his words were coming from.  “You’re a pathetic old man with no one and nothing to live for.” 
 
    Eleazar made a horrific smile.  “If you don’t give me what I want, I can promise you this: when I’m done with you, you’ll be just as empty, just as broken as you think I am now.  I’ll have what I want, and you’ll die alone.” 
 
    When Eleazar finished his last word, he turned and faced Taven head on.  His hands began to glow, and Taven braced himself. 
 
    Taven felt an electric charge rush through his own hands as he stretched them out toward his attacker.  Instantly, Eleazar flew backwards toward the mist. 
 
    A maniacal laugh echoed through the parley.  “You have been doing your homework,” Eleazar said, as he walked back into view.  “Now let me teach you a real lesson.” 
 
    Eleazar raised his hands and discharged telekinetic energy toward Taven who reacted in kind.  Their two energy streams met midway between them.  The different hues of red smashed into each other and expanded outward like a portal disk.     
 
    Still discharging, Eleazar stepped toward Taven and simultaneously moved the dividing line between their streams toward him. 
 
    “No you don’t” Taven yelled as he marched toward Eleazar, pushing the nexus point back toward the old man. 
 
    As they came face to face, the flareup between their streams grew brighter, and the flattened disk spread to the width of the room.  Taven’s hands began to tingle, then burn white hot. 
 
    Apparently, the pain was a two-way street, because Eleazar let out a howl which gave Taven reason to press harder.   
 
    Taven’s whole body now throbbed, and he felt himself slipping.  He closed his eyes, picturing the scene Mother had shown him of Amy and Evelynn in Eleazar’s grasp.  Crying out, he pushed through the pain with what felt like all he had left.   
 
    Suddenly, there was a sonic boom.  And an invisible explosion sent the two battlers flying in opposite directions from its epicenter.     
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
    “TAVEN, ARE YOU alright?” Dault asked.   
 
    The tall slender man was standing over him with his hands on his hips.  Taven lay in the floor of the Orion’s bridge.   
 
    “Yeah,” Taven said, sitting up.  “I think so.” 
 
    Dault offered him his hand, saying, “Hurry, Eleazar’s here.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
    THE SOUND OF Ironsides’s pounding steps was soon drowned out by the roar of approaching vehicles.  Jaron didn’t want to stop and look back to see exactly what was behind them.  They could have been tanks, but he doubted treads could run as fast as his battle bot.  Whatever they were, they were catching up. 
 
    Just then, nearby ground exploded, pelting Jaron with large clods of dirt.   
 
    “That was too close,” Jaron said.  Ironsides let out a long bleep that if Jaron hadn’t known better, he would have interpreted as a cry of fear. 
 
    More shots sounded, and Jaron knew their luck couldn’t last much longer.  His mind raced, trying to find a solution.  The grass around them was getting taller, but it wasn’t enough to hide in.   
 
    He could see the Oldlands now.  They were getting close.  But none of that mattered if they couldn’t shake their pursuers. 
 
    Another blast hit the ground beside them, close enough to knock Ironsides off balance.  The metal giant teetered on one leg.  Once righted, Ironsides stopped running.   
 
    “What are you doing?” Jaron screamed.  “Keep going!”  
 
    But the bot disobeyed.  He placed Jaron on the ground, made a cooing chirp, and turned around to face the oncoming attackers. 
 
    Shellshocked, Jaron watched as Ironsides’s fortified fist began to spin.  Unflinchingly, Ironsides lowered his head and charged the half dozen fast-approaching vehicles.  There was no chance of winning.  But the faithful bot wasn’t trying to defeat them; he was trying to buy Jaron time.     
 
    Jaron turned and began running toward the Oldlands.  But as he did, he spotted a figure on the horizon, standing next to some of the ruins.  He blinked hard, and the figure was gone.   
 
    Kaleel?   
 
    He cursed his mind for playing tricks on him.  It was impossible.  But in his heart, he knew what’d he’d seen.  Kaleel had been there, waiting for him, like one of the times he had visited her when she’d been on assignment in the Oldlands.   
 
    Jaron heard a loud smashing sound, and he knew Ironsides had engaged the enemy.  He hoped the bot could hold them there long enough so he could reach the ruins.  Then he could hide, move from one moss covered structure to the next.  And once the cyber grid chain reaction was in full force, the Seekers would realize they were beaten, that it was all over, and they’d go home.  They’d have to. 
 
    Jaron heard a new sound, one he didn’t recognize.  But he didn’t turn around to see what it was.  He was close now; he had to keep going. 
 
    The roaring machine was loud and coming toward him fast.  Right when it sounded like it was going to run him over, a low flying craft zoomed past him overhead. 
 
    The craft circled over the nearby ruins, turned around and hovered.  Its bright lights shined on Jaron.  He froze, squinting from the lights that made his dim surroundings seem to disappear.  The mighty machine’s jets blew dust and dirt in all directions, and Jaron coughed, struggling to get clean air.   
 
    “Jaron Dax,” an amplified voice from the craft announced.  “Lie on the ground with your hands on your head.  Surrender or perish.” 
 
    Jaron fell to his knees and slumped forward.  He saw his long shadow on the grass beside him.  Then someone from behind stepped forward, and for a brief moment Jaron had a glimmer of hope.   
 
    Ironsides?  
 
    “You heard the command,” a Seeker said.  “On your face, now!”  Then the soldier kicked Jaron in the back of his head. 
 
    Jaron’s face smashed into the ground.  It hurt, but the tears he mixed into the Kairosian soil weren’t because of the kick.  They were because of his beloved Kaleel.  He had seen her once more.  But never again. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 43 
 
    TAVEN STRAINED.  THE sound of the sim’s speed was one he’d learned to become very conscious of.  But the high-pitched hum was no longer quiet, background noise.  Now that he was struggling against Eleazar, it seemed an all-encompassing roar. 
 
    On the Orion, Taven stood at the center of the bridge.  When they weren’t checking readouts or running the ship’s systems, all eyes were on him.  His eyes, however, were closed as he battled with Eleazar in an invisible game of tug of war. 
 
    “What’s the status?” Dault asked the tech.  From the view-screen, little had changed, and little seemed to be changing.  There was an unofficial armistice as each side waited for their champion to prove victorious.   
 
    “The dividing line has shifted back and forth,” the tech answered.  “But it’s essentially unchanged.” 
 
    Taven heard the report, and he struggled to keep his focus on the task at hand: pushing back Eleazar’s temporal bubble so that he could freeze the enemy ships and allow the Joint Council’s fleet to destroy them.  Hewitt had once explained how their ships had been outfitted with both infrared and ultraviolet scanners.  The result was a crude analog to Gatekeeper vision.  But at least now Taven wasn’t the only one able to see into this realm.   
 
    “We’ve got new bogies,” announced the nav tech.  Taven peeked through squinted eyes and saw flashes of light on the view screen.   
 
    “Prepare to engage,” Dault ordered.  “We can’t wait any longer, and apparently they won’t either,” he said.   
 
    More Seeker ships moved toward the dividing line.  So far, the compression of the temporal field meant there had been no effect on either side of the line.  But Taven didn’t know what would happen if the ships tried to break through. 
 
    Taven moaned from increased strain.  The weight of the sound he was pulling had suddenly increased, and he feared it would slip out of his mental grasp.   
 
    “What is it?” Dault asked.   
 
    Instead of answering, Taven refocused his efforts.  If they were going to lose to Eleazar, it wasn’t going to be because he gave up.  If the old man could push this hard, so could he. 
 
    The hum in Taven’s head wobbled, oscillating wildly like a runaway feedback loop.  Then, as if someone were cranking an internal screw, the nauseating tone peaked even higher.       
 
    Just then, Taven collapsed to the floor.  Dault rushed over but didn’t bend down to help him.  With a repulsed look on his face, he asked the tech, “What’s the status of the line?” 
 
    “The dividing line…it’s gone, sir.” 
 
    The words shot hopeful adrenaline through Taven’s veins.  Nearly unconscious, he tried to sit up and focus his weary mind on the temporal hum.  Now that Eleazar had dropped the field, he could pull it down fast and win.  But Taven’s head was swimming, and he struggled to hear the hum at all, let alone manipulate it. 
 
    There was series of flashes on the main viewer. 
 
    “New ships, sir,” a nav tech reported.  “Hundreds of them.  And we’ve got incoming.” 
 
    “Missiles or ships?” Dault asked. 
 
    “It’s a starship, sir.  But…” 
 
    “Out with it,” Dault demanded. 
 
    “It’s coming too fast,” the nervous tech replied. 
 
    Taven scanned with his Gatekeeper vision and saw a ship flying rapidly, rolling head over tail like it had been launched by some cosmic catapult.   
 
    “Open fire!  All batteries,” Dault screamed, panicking as the tumbling ship appeared on the view screen. 
 
    At the last moment, Taven stood and waved his fist like a martial artist blocking a punch.  The ship veered off, impossibly fast.  It rolled toward Kairos, destined to burn up in its atmosphere.   
 
    “What was that?” Dault squealed. 
 
    “Eleazar threw it,” Taven said grimly. 
 
    Dault had an overwhelmed expression on his face, but he didn’t ask more questions.  Instead he turned to the comm tech, saying, “Consolidate the fleet around the Orion.  Formation Delta.  Go!” 
 
    The tech scrambled to send out the order.  But as he did, a nav tech spoke.  “More incoming, sir.  Three ships.” 
 
    Dault glanced at Taven who had already seen them.   
 
    “I’ve got this,” Taven said.  He reached out both hands as if groping in the dark.  Extending his telekinetic powers, he caught the outer two ships and squeezed his arms together, sandwiching the middle ship between them.   
 
    “They’ve stopped,” reported the nav tech, clearly relieved. 
 
    Then Taven smashed his palms together, hard.  A fireball lit up on the main viewer as the three ships exploded.   
 
    The Orion crew cheered, but Dault didn’t seem relieved.  He asked for another report.  The nav tech said the rest of the fleet was taking heavy damage; the new enemy ships had them outnumbered.   
 
    “Any stragglers?” Dault asked. 
 
    “Our fleet’s almost into position,” the tech said.  “But…more bogeys coming our way.” 
 
    Taven scanned and saw more ships tumbling toward them.  For a split second, he considered trying to push the temporal field toward Eleazar again.  But he knew the old man would react quickly, and they’d be right back in a stalemate.   
 
    Reenergized by his success defending against Eleazar’s last attack, Taven decided that two could play this game.  He targeted the nearest Seeker starships and began throwing them toward the oncoming bogies.   
 
    Right.  Left.  Right.  Left.  Taven continued grabbing ship after ship from the periphery, casting them forward into the onslaught of oncoming ships.  More explosions filled the view screen as the ships crashed into each other. 
 
    “Our fleet’s almost in position, sir,” the tech reported. 
 
    “Defensive strategies,” Dault ordered.  “Be ready to fire on any ships that get past Taven.”   
 
    Taven continued his hand over hand motions, catapulting a stream of Seeker ships into a growing fireball in the center of the battlefield.   
 
    “The midway’s shifting, sir,” the nav tech said. 
 
    “The midway?” Dault asked. 
 
    “He’s pushing them back, from where the dividing line had been, farther toward…”  The tech stopped short of saying Eleazar’s name aloud. 
 
    So far, he’d given Eleazar a taste of his own medicine.  But Taven had to grab ships farther and farther from the Orion, and his progress was starting to slow.  He decided the shortest distance between two points was a straight line, so he stopped grabbing from the periphery and focused on throwing Seeker ships directly between himself and Eleazar. 
 
    “We’re gaining ground.  The midway’s advancing,” the nav tech announced.  “But there are more ships spilling over the sides.” 
 
    Dault had the view screen zoom in, and he could see the wall of ships Taven was punching forward.  But like the tech had said, dozens of ships were coming around the sides. 
 
    “Explosions reported, sir,” said another tech. 
 
    Dault’s face scrunched up.  “Of course there are explosions.  I can see that for myself.”  Dault pointed at the fiery mass on the view screen.   
 
    “No, on the planet’s surface,” the tech replied. 
 
    For the past several moments, Taven had been fully engaged in battle.  He was progressing, pushing closer and closer to Eleazar’s ship.  If he could just keep this up, he thought he’d soon reach the tyrant’s vessel.   
 
    But the tech’s last words caught his attention.  Taven switched back to normal vision just as the surface of Kairos appeared on the Orion’s main viewer.  Like dominos falling, a chain reaction of explosions was erupting across its surface.  The subsequent mushroom clouds made Taven’s stomach sink.   
 
    Taven groaned, then reached for a wall next to him that wasn’t there.  Fortunately, the seated comm tech nearby caught him in mid swoon before he fell.   
 
    “Did the Seekers bomb the planet?” Dault asked. 
 
    The nav tech consulted her console and shook her head.  “I don’t think so.  The computer didn’t detect any payloads being dropped, and from the appearance of…”   
 
    She stopped.  And they both watched as what little of Kairos that was still dark erupted into an atomic inferno.   
 
    “It’s coming from the planet’s surface somehow,” the tech finished. 
 
    “No!” Taven said, pushing away the comm tech who held him.  He marched toward Dault and pointed a finger in his face.  “This is exactly what Mother showed me.”   
 
    “Taven, I can assure you, we had nothing to do with it.  You blamed us before, but we’ve been right here alongside you this whole time.” 
 
    Taven couldn’t figure out what had happened.  Why didn’t their intervention stop the planet from burning, stop Jaron from dying alongside untold millions?   
 
    He wasn’t sure Dault was innocent, but he knew for certain who was guilty.  He closed his eyes, switching back to Gatekeeper vision and resumed his attack on Eleazar.   
 
    “This ends today,” Taven breathed. 
 
    He punched ship after ship, regaining the ground he’d lost. The colliding craft bunched up, creating a bottleneck.  But he sensed Eleazar’s resistance was waning.  The old man was losing this fight. 
 
    “Taven, too many Seeker ships are getting around the periphery,” Dault warned.  “We can’t keep up with them all.” 
 
    Taven didn’t answer.  If he could just reach Eleazar, none of that other stuff would matter.  The Seekers were nothing without their master commanding them. 
 
    “Getting a transmission from the Daedalus,” reported the comm tech. 
 
    “Patch them through,” Dault said, sitting down in the command chair. 
 
    The battle scene onscreen flashed away.  General Stafford, covered in sweat, took its place.   
 
    “We’re taking heavy fire,” he yelled.  The image shook, and Stafford grabbed his command console to keep from falling. 
 
    “I can see that,” Dault said.  “What can we do to help?” 
 
    “Unsure,” Stafford said, looking defeated.  “But we can’t take much more of this.  If Taven can’t defend us, we need to retreat.” 
 
    The room was silent for several seconds, and Dault didn’t respond.  Finally, the general said, “Stafford out.” 
 
    The screen flashed back to the battle, and Dault was amazed at how many more Seeker ships were now engaging the fleet.  “Where’d they come from?” he asked. 
 
    “The Seeker fleet continues to grow,” the nav tech answered, “despite Taven taking out so many.”   
 
    Dault saw intermittent flashes on the screen’s periphery.  Like twinkling stars, a steady flow of Seeker ships joined the battle.   
 
    “What about us?” he uttered. 
 
    “Two ships are down.  And the Daedalus’s jump drive was hit.  They’ll go critical if they sustain more damage,” answered the nav tech. 
 
    “That’s it,” Dault said.  “We’ve got to go.”  
 
    “No,” Taven said, his eyes still closed, focusing on the invisible realm where he was getting closer and closer to hitting Eleazar’s ship. 
 
    Dault hurried over to Taven and grabbed his arms, saying, “The Daedalus needs our help.  We’ve got to retreat, and they can’t without you opening a portal.” 
 
    Taven opened his eyes, and Dault saw the seething rage.  “I’ve almost got him,” Taven said, shoving Dault to the floor.   
 
    “We lost another ship,” reported the nav tech. 
 
    Dault stood back up and pointed at the view screen.  “We’re not like them, Taven.  We don’t throw our people away.  If you’re willing to win at any cost, at some point you become your enemy.” 
 
    Taven clenched his teeth, still throwing Seeker ships toward Eleazar.  He was so close he could almost taste victory.  He wanted nothing more than to watch Eleazar’s ship explode and for all of this to end.  But Dault’s words were sinking in.  He hated them, hated the way the politician manipulated him.  But the words were true. 
 
    “Okay, but it’s not over,” Taven finally said, slowly dropping his hands.  “After we get them home, I’m finishing this.”   
 
    The distant explosions on the view screen slowly stopped.  Taven changed his focus to the nearby Seeker ships.  He cleared the deck, sweeping one craft after another from the battlefield.   
 
    After the Daedalus was free, Taven saw a series of bright flashes.  Subsequent cheers arose from the crew. 
 
    “What happened?” Taven asked.   
 
    “They’re leaving,” the nav tech explained with a smile.  “We won.” 
 
    The main viewer zoomed out, all of the Seeker fleet was in view.  Flashes continued as the enemy fleet jumped away.   
 
    “No!” he shouted with an inhuman tone.  “You’re not getting away with this.”   
 
    Enraged, Taven quickly raised his hands and poured out all his telekinetic force toward Eleazar.  But before he could reach them, the entire enemy fleet disappeared, leaving nothing but vacuous space and a burning planet.   
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 44 
 
    ABOARD THE BRAUN Orbiter, Kenna spotted Hewitt coming from the docking bay.   
 
    “Dr. Hewitt,” she said, waving.   
 
    Hewitt fought through the crowded hallway like a salmon travelling upstream.  The entire fleet had returned from battle, and the Braun Orbiter was filled to capacity. 
 
    “Oh, hey there,” Hewitt said, coming over.  “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, with unusual emotion.  “You were aboard the Daedalus?” 
 
    “Yes, alongside General Stafford.” 
 
    “When I heard there was trouble with the ship’s jump drive, I…” 
 
    Hewitt couldn’t believe his eyes.  His stoic companion looked as if she were fighting back tears.  Finally, she quickly said, “I am glad you are well.” 
 
    There was the old Kenna, Hewitt thought.   
 
    Just then, there was a bing overhead, followed by an electronic voice announcing the arrival of the Orion. 
 
    “Good,” Hewitt said, “we’re all back now.” 
 
    “Not everyone,” Kenna corrected.   
 
    She was right.  Three entire ships had been lost, not to mention dozens of fighters. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud screech coming from the hangar bay.  Everyone in the packed hallway stopped and turned to spot the source of the conspicuous sound. 
 
    Then, the hanger bay’s sealed breach door abruptly burst open.  Its hinges popped off, and the thick reinforced door itself peeled back like the lid of a tuna can. 
 
    Red lights began flashing overhead, an inaudible alarm tripped.  Kenna and Hewitt stared as Taven Smith stepped through the opening where the breach door had been. He looked beside himself, overtaken by unbridled fury.   
 
    Hewitt and Kenna heard footsteps and turned to see General Stafford and a security team shove their way through the congested hallway.   
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” shouted Stafford. 
 
    “I had him, and we let him go,” Taven said. 
 
    “We were getting our butts kicked, Taven.  If you hadn’t stopped to assist the Daedalus, I wouldn’t be here right now.  Is that what you’d prefer?” 
 
    Running and out of breath, Howard Dault appeared where the breach door had been.  “Let me handle this,” he said. 
 
    “Correction,” Taven said, pointing at Dault, “He let Eleazar go.” 
 
    Still running, Dault reached Taven and placed a hand on his shoulder.  Without even looking at him, Taven threw the slender man with a subtle flick of his wrist.  Dault fell to the floor and slid backwards, crumpling up against the wall. 
 
    Stafford’s guards rushed Taven who had his eyes fixed on them.  Then, surprisingly, Kenna stepped between the guards and Taven, blocking their way. 
 
    “Kenna, this doesn’t concern you,” Taven said. 
 
    “It concerns us all, Taven Smith,” she said, walking cautiously toward him.  “Tell me why you are behaving this way.” 
 
    Taven huffed.  “Are you kidding?  Oh, you don’t do that, do you?” he said sarcastically.  “Kairos burned for nothing.” 
 
    “We were not responsible for the planet’s destruction,” Kenna said plainly. 
 
    “We sat on our hands for days while they were overrun,” Taven fumed.  “Then, after Mother’s prediction—after I insisted—we finally came to their aid.  And it was too late.  Everything I saw in the construct—it all happened anyway.” 
 
    “Not all of it,” Dault said from behind.  Taven twisted around, looking like he was ready to fight.  But Dault had assumed an unthreatening posture.  Except for rubbing the back of his head, Dault stood totally still. 
 
    “He’s right,” Hewitt said.  He wasn’t making any moves toward Taven either.  “Before, you said General Stafford was responsible for bombing Kairos.  And clearly that didn’t happen.  I was with him the whole time if you don’t believe him.” 
 
    “But what’s the difference?” Taven complained.  “So what if Stafford didn’t pull the trigger.  It ended up the same way.  Jaron and the rest of the remaining Kairosians lost their lives for nothing.” 
 
    “It was not for nothing,” Kenna insisted.  “If the Seekers had been able to restore the cyber grid, they would have retrieved Earth’s frequency and would be commencing their invasion as we speak.  Clearly,” she said, acknowledging her surroundings, “they did not.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Stafford said, stepping forward and signaling to his guards to turn back.  “We are here.  Alive.  Safe.”   
 
    “Not safe,” Taven dismissed.  “He’s still out there.  He’s still coming for us.  It’s only a matter of time before Eleazar discovers our frequency or Meta’s for that matter. And I had him; I could have beaten him.”  Without turning around, Taven pointed back at Dault and said, “I’ve taken orders long enough.” 
 
    Kenna extended her hands, palms up, inviting Taven to take them.  He looked at them for a moment, then slowly reached out.  She took his hands and stepped closer, placing her head down and waiting for him to do the same.   
 
    He hesitated, feeling self-conscious, but finally did so.  Their foreheads touched in what must have been a custom from Kenna’s homeworld.  She whispered, “What we did mattered, Taven.  You may not believe it yet, but our choices are important.  All of them.” 
 
    “I tried to follow along, to be a team player,” Taven said.  “After I lost Mack…” He paused, fighting back emotion.  “…I told myself I wouldn’t step out on my own again; I wouldn’t take people’s lives in my own hands.  But now, after what happened back there…  Look, these people in charge don’t know any more than the rest of us.  All they do is stand in the way.” 
 
    “Perhaps so,” Kenna said.  “But you must take heart.  You are failing to acknowledge a very important fact.” 
 
    Taven looked up, into Kenna’s eyes.  “What?” 
 
    “You faced Eleazar.  He could not overpower you.  Quite the contrary, in fact.  You are more powerful than him, and he knows it.  If you faced him once, you can do so again.  We will find him, Taven.  And when we do, you will stop him.  We will help you.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER 45 
 
    JARON DIDN’T KNOW where he was or how long he’d been there.  All he was sure of was that he wasn’t on Kairos and likely never would be again. 
 
    He was inside a luminous white room, its outer edges appearing to stretch out into an infinite cloudy mist.  But appearances were deceiving.  The room’s walls were invisible force fields.  The more he pushed against them, the stronger their resistance.  It was like pressing two magnets of the same polarity against one another.   
 
    This cell—that’s what he’d decided he was in—turned out to be rather small, smaller even than his lab back in Kairos.  Though bright, it was a perfect environment to induce sensory deprivation.  He wondered if his captors had designed it this way on purpose.  Except for an occasional distant cry of pain, Jaron was completely isolated in this amorphous void. 
 
    He wondered if they’d ever feed him.  Maybe they’d starve him for a while.  Though, as he thought more about it, he neither felt thirst nor hunger.  And he was certain he had experienced both before his capture on Kairos. 
 
    Suddenly, Jaron’s cell went black.  Alarmed, he groped frantically in the darkness.  “Hello?” he said weakly.  “What’s happening?” 
 
    A spotlight shined on him.  He squinted and tried to see the light’s operator.  But before he could, Jaron’s body took flight, soaring backwards through the darkness.  He landed hard against an unseen wall, and the spotlight followed him, continuing to shine its intense beam.     
 
    Jaron’s arms and legs spread apart until he was shaped like a motionless snow angel.  The tendons in his hips and shoulders stretched painfully, and just as he opened his mouth to protest, he heard footsteps.  They echoed like they were far away.  But he soon saw feet in the edge of the spotlight’s glow.  Trembling, he looked up to see a man wrapped in a cloak, wearing a blindfold.   
 
    “Eleazar,” Jaron mouthed. 
 
    “Ah, you do know my name,” the Gatekeeper said, amused.  Jaron didn’t answer, and Eleazar began pacing.  “Do you know why you’re here?” 
 
    “Because your people captured me in battle,” Jaron said, trying to sound defiant. 
 
    “Did you not wonder why they didn’t just kill you?” Eleazar asked, stopping his pacing. 
 
    “I guess…you want to convert me?” Jaron offered. 
 
    Eleazar laughed heartily.  “I’ve got plenty of followers,” he said.  “No, you have something more valuable than obedience.  You have information.” 
 
    “You want the frequency,” Jaron said. 
 
    Eleazar looked surprised.  “You’re a smart man, Mr. Dax.” 
 
    Jaron didn’t like that they knew his last name.  What else did they know?   
 
    “Well, it’s too bad,” Jaron said, “because the digital memory was destroyed along with the rest of the cyber grid.  It’s gone.” 
 
    A slow smile spread on Eleazar’s face.  “You blew the…what did you call it just now?  Cyber grid?  You did it, didn’t you?  That was pretty clever.” 
 
    Jaron didn’t know what to say.  Was Eleazar trying to flatter him?  “It’s gone, and you’re too late.” 
 
    “Not so,” Eleazar said.  “I’m just in time.  You see, you were a frequent visitor to Earth, as I’ve come to find out.  That means you certainly have used the sim’s frequency.” 
 
    “Yes, but it was always stored on the jumpers.  They’re gone too.” 
 
    “We don’t need jumpers,” Eleazar said, standing close to Jaron.  He raised one hand and gently tapped Jaron’s head.  “We’ve got everything we need right here.  You doubtlessly saw the number multiple times.” 
 
    Jaron’s heart raced.  “Yes, but I’ve forgotten.  I promise.” 
 
    “Oh, I believe you,” Eleazar said, sounding sympathetic.  “But none of that matters.  We have our methods.  If you saw it even once, we can get it out of you.” 
 
    Jaron swallowed hard.  He didn’t want to believe him.  But in his gut, he knew it was true. 
 
    “There’s just one problem,” Eleazar said.  “Well, it’s not really a problem.  Not for me, anyway.” 
 
    The blind man leaned in closer, face to face with Jaron who could smell his stale, rank breath.   
 
    “Unfortunately for you,” Eleazar said, grinning, “our methods all require one element.” Then, roaring with inhuman resonance, he finished:  
 
    “PAIN!” 
 
  
 
  
   
   
 
    The story continues in Seeker’s Reach (Sim-Verse: Book 5)    
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