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        “This time, like all times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do with it.” - Ralph Waldo Emerson

        

        “Time sometimes flies like a bird, sometimes crawls like a snail; but a man is happiest when he does not even notice whether it passes swiftly or slowly.” - Ivan Turgenev

        

        “Our seemingly continuous existence is a series of beginnings and endings bound by time. Even the very act of creation requires time: a time before existing, a time of coming into existence, and an end to the act of creation.” - Dzongsar Jamyang Khyentse

        

        “Fling me across the fabric of time and the seas of space. Make me nothing and from nothing-everything.” - Rumi
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      The First Experiment

      

      Pollus - Year 897 UG (UnderGround)

      

      Earth - Year 70,032 BC

      

      It was another bright, sun-drenched, and dangerous day on the giant planet, Pollus. The day alone, like the previous 300 years of days, would forebode nothing more than the usual...that life on the surface was doomed. In the long years of realization that a depleted atmosphere was allowing harmful radiation from Pollus’ sun, Earendel, to cause the Cancerian Epidemic, the sun had always shone as brightly. Eighty-three billion Pollusians then reveled in the insidious sunshine and pleasant temperatures. Now, life existed only below the surface in the artificial lighting and computer-controlled atmosphere. Sixteen generations had passed, and “Life on the Surface” was now merely part of a Pollusian history class.  

      But this day was different. On the 4th sub-level, history was being made. Dr. Augustus Clavell, the head scientist of the highest Ward, who had begun work on ZeBoConS thirteen years ago, was finally about to initiate the first experiment, heading his staff of fifty scientists, including other notable theorists. Sysha Glorat had created the world’s first holo-gramusement park. Her theories were now the normal operating procedures for everything from shopping to surface imaging. Stefane Ditmar, whose quiet bearing belied his active mind, had made mind traveling his contribution to Pollusian life; his studies of glandular chemology in the brain led to the invention of a surprisingly simple instrument called the MT Head Device. When used with the proper meditation techniques, the MT Head Device would transport the wearer’s consciousness to a desired location below the surface of Pollus. Although Clavell had started the work on Zero Boundary Consciousness Superimposition (ZeBoConS) alone, every one of the fifty was now a needed mind to bring it to manifestation.

      From the growing list of volunteers, two premier subjects emerged. Tests that included one on Mind Travel acuity and another that encouraged the volunteers to try to sleep the longest, narrowed the list. In the confines of Pollusian life below the surface, with a world population of sixty-eight billion, two extremes had become the norm: either keep yourself amused (with MT or any of the various hologram entertainments) or escape through work or sleep. Boredom was death. Evelle Rogot slept four days straight, and with the ease she displayed in zero-g functioning and her calm, even demeanor, became the top-ranked woman qualifier for the experiment. What had won the job for Adamar Glorat, despite what many believed to be the position his mother, Sysha, held as the project’s second command scientist, was his positive, upbeat, youthful spirit. Clavell had made the final decision, swayed by the fact that the two seemed to like each other. Superficially, this might have suggested a romantic softness in Clavell, but compatibility was a calculated ingredient in the experiment.

      In a world where many of the population were scientists, Evelle Rogot was not. Raised with an occult-like sect named the Mindless, she believed that “no thought” was the way to happiness. She had a natural beauty and charm, and eyes like deep blue pools that shimmered and sparkled when she smiled. Years of meditation had given her an aura of soft calmness, an aura suggested by the silken, golden hair that fell in soft curls to her mid-back. There was innocent sensuality in the strength of her peace and presence.  

      She wore a simple garment that morning that swished as she entered the lab, which buzzed with activity. She had been told to dress comfortably. Purple cloth, draped loosely and tied at her waist by a cotton sash, gave her shape to the dress. She wore no shoes. Attached to the cloth over her navel, she wore the swirled-patterned, bronzed pendant of the Mindless. Clavell looked up from his place in the large circular room, saw her, and came to greet her.

      “Ah, how are you, Evelle? You look rested and lovely on this great day.”

      Evelle faked a yawn. “Rested? You had me sleep four days straight, doctor. I’m just waking up.”

      Clavell smiled admiringly. “Wake up? We don’t want you waking up. You get to sleep on this job. At least from here, that’s what it’ll look like. I hope you’ll tell me different things when we wake you up. Earth appears to be an intriguing place with plenty of atmosphere.” 

      This time, Evelle laughed. It was as soft and confident as her presence. She teased Clavell, “You scientists are funny when you speak with your heart. It must be all that thought that furrows your brow.”

      Clavell started, “But without thought where...”

      She interrupted, “Now, doctor, there you go thinking again. You know the Mindless believe that everything has always and forever will exist. Wisdom and knowledge come to those in time. No thought will ever...”

      From across the room, a voice called for Dr. Clavell. “Excuse me, Evelle. The debate goes on, does it not? Peace and good luck... and thank you for being here. I must continue the preparation.”

      Evelle nodded. “Again, thank you for choosing me. I am honored.”

      “I, too, am honored,” said a voice behind Evelle as Dr. Clavell turned toward the direction of the summons, his mind already tuning to the fresh problem. Evelle recognized the voice and didn’t turn immediately, but listened as it continued, “I am honored to be chosen with you.” 

      Evelle slowly turned until her face shone in the hazel eyes of Adamar. She said to him softly, “And with your spirit, we shall begin this new adventure for our planet. How’re you feeling today, Adamar?”

      “Oh, I feel like bringing consciousness to a new world so that ours may find relief and adventure. You know, kinda bored.” Adamar laughed, and with him, Evelle joined in, smiling. “You are beautiful, Evelle, but you don’t seem as bored as I am.” Adamar knew there was no boredom with the Mindless. The jest renewed his laughter, and he hugged her. 

      She responded teasingly, “Around you, there is no hope of boredom. You have a Mindless aura but a very thoughtful brain. Don’t you get confused?”

      “Around you, I am mindless, brainless, and weak in the knees, but I am definitely not confused.” Together, they were as natural as they could be. “God, this is going to be an amazing trip. Have you tried to imagine this new world, Earth? Or is it better not to?”

      “Being Now, is and forever shall be the universe without end.” Evelle quoted a hallowed Mindless prayer. “In my meditations, I have seen Earth. It is verdant and filled with marvelous creatures.”

      Adamar wondered, “But being there will be different, will it not? I mean, being there in a living being. We’ll be able to touch it and smell it and taste it.”  

       A soft woman’s voice came through a ubiquitous speaker system announcing the assembly of the last conference in Adjoin 3B, summoning the heads of the experiment and the subjects. Evelle Rogot and Adamar Glorat smiled at one another as if to say “Here we go” and walked around the perimeter of the circular room to the left. They passed variously sized rooms and smaller labs that opened onto the main lab until they found the 3B conference room door and entered.

      

      The room held a single long table and chairs, and nothing else. The chairs were plush and rolled quietly and easily on the thin carpet. As with most Pollusian architecture, there were triangular structures in the four upper corners of the room. This kept rooms from feeling box-like and claustrophobic. And when they entered, they realized the announcement had been just for them because all twelve chairs but two were already occupied. They greeted everyone and found their seats to the right of Professor Clavell, who sat at the head of the table. Adamar nodded to his mother, Sysha, across the deeply varnished surface. Private discussions happening around the table slowly gave way to Clavell’s silence. When all was quiet for a moment, the distinguished head scientist spoke. At sixty, he was a handsome, graying man with a strong square chin, and for an extremely busy scientist, he was in excellent condition and had the light-tan skin tone of one who visits the artificial sun often enough.

      “First, thank you again for your hard work and spirit in this project, ZeBoConS. It is exciting to be at this point where the work and theories manifest in the actual event. Let’s try to contain our excitement until the safe return of Evelle and Adamar. It is their bodies that are at risk, and until they are back safe, try to keep a clear and concise mind. For the benefit of all, but largely for you two…” He nodded toward Adamar and Evelle. “I will run through the overall progression of the experiment.”

      “When you first lie down, we attach electro-magnetodes to eleven points on your skull. The sensation will be like wearing several MT Head devices at once. The administration of a slight relaxant through an IV port will keep you comfortable. We have designed a program, actually an extrapolation of Dr. Ditmar’s mind travel application, that allows us to separate your consciousness from your brain, electromagnetically. Using each of the seven chakra points on the body as insertion points, an extremely thin fiber electrode connects your body to the main CPU. Then, as the body slows physiologically, a death-simulation phase begins where the ‘self’ or ‘ego’ is tricked into believing it is dead, which allows the spirit/body separation to occur. From then on, the task of caring for your body is ours, and not yours, Adamar and Evelle. You will have nothing to do with the functioning of your bodies, which are nothing but living shells kept alive until you return. Over fifty capable scientists and technicians in the laboratory will be doing the job of two. You will be in many excellent hands.”

      “Your mind and spirit, your consciousness, will now exist as electromagnetic energy, and your new body will be a microwave. This wave will travel through a quantum-ribbon fiber to its destination on Earth. Earth is in a primitive evolutionary stage, and its biological structure is similar to Pollus, making it perfect for the experiment. Evolutionarily, it has not advanced past the simple animal-brain phase. Without getting too technical (and quantum biology and zero boundary quantum physics are the epitome of arcane thought and technology), your consciousness is embedded in the pineal gland of a native host on Earth. Quantum biology has recently developed what is called the ‘conception map’. And it is by this mapping, your host becomes the destination. To quickly explain the physics of a conception map is impossible, but I’ll try to put it as simply as I can. At the moment of conception of any sentient being, a sperm touching an egg, for example, it is as if a giant flashbulb goes off and a photo is taken of the entire infinite universe, recording the location of every atom and every supernova in that moment. Philosophers call it the little big bang theory. The ‘photo’ is the map of the gravitational balance of the universe at the moment of conception, and is a one-of-a-kind map, particular to the new life that has just begun. The maps of two adult Earth natives isolated by our staff quantum biologist, Dr. Seachild (Clavell nodded at him, sitting at the far left end of the table), are used to direct the microwaves with the Adamar and Evelle consciousnesses to the pinpoint location of the pineal glands.”

      “If everything goes well, you will remember everything about being on Earth. Earth is a water-drenched planet rich in life forms and with a perfectly balanced atmosphere. When you return, you will have memories of the taste of that water and the smell of the air. That is something we can only imagine. But while on Earth, you will know nothing of home. You will not be able to compare your experiences to anything. You will be an unconscious observer, with no input into your host’s life or transcendental knowledge of your life on Pollus. It is only when you return with your memories intact that we will know if we have successfully begun ZeBoConS.”

      “Evelle and Adamar, you are pioneers, and you are brave. We would not undertake this adventure if it were not important to the successful continuance of life on Pollus. And we would risk no lives if we didn’t believe in the safe completion of these early experiments. We will await your return with much anticipation. And with your spirit.”

      “If there are no questions, let us begin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Excitement was palpable as the meeting came to a close. The sound of chairs being exited and rolled back to the table was no competition for the din of voices of so many keyed-up people. The laboratory was bustling with technicians, each re-checking the machine that would be their responsibility for the experiment. Hovering above the two beds that occupied the center of the room were computer screens on rolling stands, connected to various medical devices that displayed the travelers’ real-time vitals. The electro-magnetode wires hung on a vertical rod at the head of each bed, which were softly curved with plush and adjustable lumbar and neck supports. 

      Adamar gave Evelle a warm hug and a soft wink, saying, “Good luck, kid.”

      She replied, “And with your spirit, of course.”

      They lay down on their assigned bed and stretched their backs into a comfortable spot, using the lumbar adjusters. Once they settled, nurses deftly inserted IVs and attached blood pressure sleeves. Electrode wires, attached to their bodies like octopus tentacles, gave a reading of every physical indicator: body temp, blood pressure, heart rate, oxygen level, glandular activity, sweat index, etc. The wires of the eleven magnetodes, precisely placed around their heads, gave them a look of a bad day at the beauty parlor, and the thinnest fiber electrodes inserted at the seven chakra points ascending their bodies from the perineum to the highest placement at the crown of the skull. 

      The last thing Adamar said before the experiment began was, “Boy, do I feel comfortable now,” which elicited a couple of tense laughs and a lovely smile from Evelle. 

      The medical readouts began popping up on computer screens, and Clavell came to Evelle’s bedside and spoke to them both. He took her hand clumsily, trying to avoid the wiring.

      “Everything looks great. Your vitals are superb. We have positive readings from the magnetodes and the chakra fibers. We are good to go. You’ll feel a warm sensation from the relaxant at the IV site. The experiment begins when your readings have slowed to a state of receptivity. Go with goodness in your heart.”

      Two thumbs up from the travelers. A quiet moment passed as their breathing slowed. And then what felt like falling into a deep sleep. Falling…falling…falling…

      

      And then…
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      Earth - 70,032 BC

      

      Pollus - experiment timer 0 d 0 hr 0 m 0s

      

      It had just stopped raining again. Rain still rolled from the enormous, deep-green leaves to the mossy ground. The leaves occupied a horizontal plane of the forest about five feet off the ground. The 5-inch diameter stems were bare from the ground to the height of their leaves. They stood in a vapor of steam given off in the heat of the lush forest. Above, the trees loomed. Their canopies blocked the sky in the fight for sunlight. With a percussive roll, water dripped from the canopy high above to the sturdy green umbrellas and bounced to the forest floor. 

      As the rain diminished, other sounds came alive. A large guttural squawk came from high, just under the canopy. Nervous monkeys chattered and thrashed about. The ground was home to slithering and the padding sound of paws that moved at various speeds. Some were the quick bursts of small rodents. Others bore a heavier, more deliberate crunch. The steam confined the sound. There was nothing yet that held the sound of fear.

      His head cocked as he squatted, still listening for it. There was still no fear. He reached his hand out again and cupped some water falling off the leaves, brought it to his mouth, and drank. He kept vigilant between swallows, always quieting the sounds he made, and his ears perked. He then took several hand-cups into his mouth but did not swallow. 

      Now, more crouching than squatting, using one arm or the other on the ground for balance, he quietly and quickly crossed to an opening in the base of a large dead tree. With his back at the opening, he sniffed the air and listened between draws. His head turned in all directions away from the opening—still no sense of fear. Squatting again, he duck-walked through the opening into darkness.  

      His eyes adjusted, and he saw his mate sitting against the inside back wall of the hollowed tree. A baby was sucking at her breast, which she held indifferently cradled in one hairy arm. He shuffled to her. At his approach, she opened her mouth, and he brought his face close to hers and expelled what water he still held in her mouth. She swallowed vigorously.  

      The next day, he was collecting water and some edible leaves, but this time he used a large leaf to collect the water, using it like a cup. He had never done this before. It held much more water to bring to his woman, and it allowed the use of his throat to grunt at any danger. The jungle was redolent with the smell of damp, rich moss and decaying logs. 

      Suddenly, in the distance, he heard the high-pitched, rapid squealing of his mate. Instinct understood the cadence and tone. She was in peril. He dropped the nearly full leaf of rain and ran, using his long arms to quicken his pace on all fours. As he approached the hollowed tree, his mate’s screams from inside were relenting and strident, and he heard her pounding her feet on the ground. 

      He saw the rear half of a huge fifteen-foot snake stretching out of the opening; its green and gold diamond-patterned scales, glossy with moisture. The snake was slowly curling, and its slanted venomous eyes now peered out of the tree. His woman’s high-pitched squeals of fright continued from inside the shadowy darkness. 

      Slowly, lethargically, the snake was slithering out. Its mouth was wide open, full of hiss and showing fangs. A foot below the head, the ten-inch circumference body extended to sixteen inches. His mate now stood behind the snake, still screaming and grunting, and she pointed to the lump and rocked her arms. Blood dripped from a gash on her forearm. He looked around and saw a large rock at the base of a nearby tree. The snake was steadily slithering a serpentine path. The rock was massive, and adrenaline aided him in hoisting it above his head, and gravity brought the weight of it down, crushing the snake’s skull. It writhed in reflexive spasms and then stopped dead. She was still grunting and pointing. When he dropped it, parts of the rock had shattered and lay in a pile. He grabbed a sharp piece, slightly larger than his fist, and started a slit in the snake’s body near the bulge. He kept cutting, using the tool to extend the slit, the body so distended that it pulled the slit open even more. Then he saw what caused his woman’s distress. Their baby. The snake had swallowed their baby. He worked quicker, and the baby’s body emerged from a mess of guts and blood, not unlike being born again. She stopped her panicked grunting, grabbed her child, and started licking it; its face, its nose, and mouth, everywhere; instinct telling her to clear the airway. For five minutes, for ten, she licked. The baby did not respond. She rocked it, but felt nothing. The baby had died. She dropped it and gave it no more attention. 

      But she had learned something. The taste of the snake was good. She went to the open slit, ripped off a piece of meat, went to her man, and put the raw, bloody piece in his mouth. Unsure at first, he chewed slowly, as if ready to spit it out. She went back to the snake and began chewing a piece of her own. The taste was good, so he chewed and swallowed, and ripped more snake flesh from the open slit. They ate what they could, as much as they could stomach, and most of the snake remained, its head still crushed under the rock, its tail still in the tree opening. He understood the snake had to be moved; it was a beacon to much larger predators. After rolling the stone off the head, he started dragging the carcass away into the jungle, pulling it by an unbroken jawbone. She followed, carrying the baby’s body by one foot, its body dangling by her side, its head dragging on the ground. When far enough away, he dropped the snake’s head. She dropped the baby. He thought they’d return in the morning to feast again, if he smelled no danger in the air. 

      A light, warm rain was falling until the drops quickly grew to a deafening downpour, pounding and shredding leaves on the upper canopy. The man and woman returned to the safety of the hollowed tree, glad the rain would clean the area of blood. And fear. Predators were less likely to be drawn to their door.

      In the rain, the man moved the large killer-stone nearer to the opening and collected sharp shards of rock, tossing them into a pile inside the tree. He gathered several more large rocks and created a wall in front of the cleft, both to ward off another snake attack and to have a supply of ammunition on hand. He bent down as he entered the dry and welcoming hollow, uttering a grunt of acknowledgment.

      She sat hunched in a dark corner, only the whites of her eyes visible, licking the snake-bite wound through the matted hair on her forearm. An uncontrollable primal desire overcame him, and he sniffed the hirsute woman from behind, drinking in her scent, becoming aroused and single-minded. She positioned herself on all fours, her rear end raised and gently swaying from side to side. The scent drove him wild, and he entered her with deep grunts accompanying his thrusts. In twenty seconds, the result of an instinctual, primal drive to procreate had begun its journey down life’s path. She crawled away. He withdrew into a corner and listened for danger, assessing sounds of footfall and screeches, crunching twigs, hoots, and howls in the damp, black night. 

      Hoping for another meal, he checked the snake the next morning. Both the snake’s and the baby’s carcasses were gone. The rain had washed away any tracks or evidence of anything ever having been there. Mushrooms smelling of damp earth sprouted at the base of a nearby tree. The area was thick with leafy vegetation. With an armful of succulent green leaf stems and mushrooms, he followed the path back to the tree, intermittently sniffing the loamy air for danger.

      

      And then…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Pollus experiment timer - 0d 0hr 5m 37s

      

      In the third minute, almost simultaneously, Adamar and Evelle each displayed a second-long spike in adrenaline levels and slight heart rate and blood pressure increases. It was over so quickly that Clavell decided it was not enough to end the experiment. All else remained perfectly stable. At minute five, he was ready to bring them home; at five minutes thirty-seven seconds, he did. Dr. Seachild’s computer program reversed the process.

      The travelers returned to their physical shells. Evelle’s eyes fluttered and slowly opened, appearing misty and unfocused. A small smile curled Adamar’s lips, and he took a deep breath, eyes still closed. When he opened them, Clavell saw consciousness and understanding returning like clarity returns to the liquid of a shaken bottle. A lucidity now settled in Evelle’s visage, and her eyes studied the activity stirring around her. Adam was the first to speak. 

      He said, “Wow.”

      Evelle then spoke. She said, “How long has it been?”

      Clavell answered. “Just relax. You are here and healthy. Breathe and relax. Bring yourself back to this present moment.”

      As they relaxed, the sound of applause filled the room as technicians, doctors, nurses, scientists, and theoreticians became one in their adoration of success and bravery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

        

      

    

    
      The following week, scientists conducted, recorded, and analyzed endless interviews with Adamar and Evelle detailing every minute of their journey. They became tired of the relentless psychological testing. But to live for nearly four days on another planet and return to a body that had only lived five and a half minutes had to be disorienting. No Pollusian had ever been exposed to a time discrepancy. But tests and more tests revealed two physically and psychologically extremely healthy people, with no lasting effects.

      Dr. Clavell asked some very pointed questions about how their involvement with the natives progressed, and became anxious if the answers were too vague. When Adamar picked up the sharp rock and cut the snake open, Clavell wanted to know if there was even one second where he gave the human an insight that a sharp rock will cut and a dull one won’t. Or with Evelle tasting the snake as she licked the baby, did she suggest at all to her host that eating the snake meat would be beneficial? To Clavell, the experiment’s most fundamental requirement was for the travelers to be unconscious observers only. Any swaying of a host’s decision-making process was considered a troubling flaw. 

      So, despite the mission's apparent success and the travelers' safe return, Clavell had serious issues with the experiment. He concluded that the observer-only role of the travelers did not occur. Did the experiment influence the trajectory of evolution on Earth? Did Adam introduce the use of tools? Or using tools as weapons? Did Evelle introduce meat-eating? Was it ethical to advance a species prematurely? Or to interfere at all? Was a child conceived that may hold advanced intelligence in its genetic markers? Can the experiment be modified to prevent the traveler from interfering? And limit his experience to observation, eliminating the possibility of altering the host’s life, as ZeBoConS was designed?

      A contingent of neo-thinking scientists who viewed the experiment as a complete success wanted to proceed with alacrity. But Dr. Clavell, a deeply moral old-school scientist, found these questions an ethical quicksand. The more he moved to answer them, the more he sank into immobility. Had they mistakenly created a fault in the sanctity of time? With his being the final say, the project ZeBoConS slowed to a crawl for the foreseeable future, a future for some that couldn’t happen soon enough.
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            CHAPTER 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Pollus - Year 1003 UG (106 Pollusian years later)

      
      EARTH - YEAR 2016 AD

      
      The neon sign pulsated. All the signs along the jammed conveyor pulsed, changed, morphed, faded, and returned with something new to sell. The edits were quick and teasing; the neon meant to attract and activate your brain. Adam (id# 4T37B817K) lingered and let the ad leave its imprint on his mind. 

      “The Universe is Your Oyster,” it said. “Give us Two Weeks and We’ll Give You a Lifetime! Buzz the Hive Go-Now to ZB Travel!”

      Some Pollusians hopped off to work, and others, barely awake, exited from sleeping pods, hopped on, and took their place. Adam heard the hissing from the pod sterilizers fade as the conveyor moved away, never stopping in its purpose. 

      Today, his work implant led him to Water Collection-Dome 413, where he would spend the next twelve hours processing plant oxygen into water. Best with intermittent light; too little and no production, too much, and Earendel would burn too intensely if the shutters didn’t engage in time. An easy day of work awaited in the water collection dome; natural light, even filtered through the dome’s protective layer, was much nicer than the faux-light that filled over ninety percent of the underground environs. Work in Waste Processing or Tunnel Expansion, where he might land tomorrow, beyond demanding more physical labor, was dark and skyless.

      
      It was a long day; he was spent. His rest implant sent him to Sleep Pod BZQ78587, not far on the belt from the water plant. Pod Hives looked like giant honeycombs that reached up a quarter-mile and at least that wide. Each pod, a hexagonal tube, was five feet wide and ten feet deep and complete with all night-time essentials: a bed, a bathroom, a nourishment valve, food replicator, and a stream-cycle. Roy hopped off the belt, walked to the pod wall, and climbed on a waiting lift. It scanned his rest-implant and ascended quickly, somehow avoiding other lifts, also delivering workers to their cubicles. The day-work crowds were getting off. It was busy; the soft whir of the lifts was the only sound. Up a way, and now over even more, it finally stopped at BZQ78587, Adam’s home for the night. 

      It was efficient, not owning your living space. The over sixty billion Pollusians in the working class owned nothing. But they also paid for nothing. Food was free. The living space, even though never in the same location, was free as long as you worked. You never knew where you’d spend the night, but it was always the same. After cleaning his body in the heat sterilizer, the next thing Adam did was log into the Hive. The pod’s interior became a virtual playground. You could immerse yourself in a 3D surround movie or go to a concert, or watch the news. Or study Pollusian philosophy, attend seminars, or play cards or games with countless others. Or just talk to friends around the globe. He called Mazria to see if she was in. She was, and she answered, which put her lovely holographic body image at the table. It was as real as if she were sitting there. Her short jet-black hair added depth to crystal-blue eyes, and her soft-green bodysuit showed her curves in all the right places. 

      “Hi Maz. How was your day? You look beautiful and unfazed.”

      She reached across the table and touched Adam’s hand with a pleasant softness. “You flirt.” Her smile reached beyond her touch. “It was good! I was serving in Dome 333. So awesome to see real life. Trees! I love the trees.”

      “Always lucky to get those dome assignments. I haven’t had one in a while. I envy you.”

      Wealthy Pollusians lived in domes that protruded from the planet’s surface, and secure elevators connected them to the teeming life of sixty billion working-class people beneath them. There was no longer a breathable atmosphere, but the domes were as close to ‘living in nature’ as one could get. Seen through the clear ploxolene shield, the sun still rose and set, and stars came out at night. Trees, grass, and flowers survived with attention akin to religious zeal. Over ten thousand biospheric domes, housing a thousand people each, dotted the planet. 

      “It’d be awesome to become perm there. There aren’t many openings, but I gave it all I could. We’ll see where I go in the morning.”

      Adam asked, “Hungry or thirsty? You want something?” She eyed him slowly up and down. “Now, who’s flirting? God, you’re hot.”

      She leaned over and kissed him fully, and he felt her soft, wet lips moisten his, a virtual perfection; her smell was gardenia. The tip of their tongues touched briefly, leaving an ineffable tingle.

      She leaned back and said, “Adam, I really am a flirt tonight. I have plans with Teesha. We haven’t hung in so long, and I felt guilty. I have to go. But I’ll see you tomorrow, love.”

      “Ok, Maz. Love you back. Have fun with Teesha.” Mazria disconnected, her chair at the table empty again, and the room returned to a collage of offerings of things to do. 

      Adam wasn’t sure what would distract him from the teasing linger of Mazria’s quick visit, so he called for his dog Bella, and she appeared and came running. She had her toy unicorn in her mouth, and Adam played the tug game with her. Once he wrestled it free, he’d hold it high and watch her jump until she snared it. Oxytocin, they called it. He called it dog love and cuddled her when she grew tired. “Good dog,” he said, stroking behind her ears. “Bella, I’ve got to ride my cycle, so go lie down, girl.” She left and disappeared into the Hive. 

      Every resident of every Hive in the underground world of Pollus was required to ride the stream-cycle for twenty miles per day, preferably in one hour or less. Every spinning wheel captured energy and supplied power to the Grid, some of which was used for residents’ streaming habits. A reciprocating fact of Pollusian life. Most streamed while riding, some competed with other riders, needing the impetus. Some watched movies and pedaled on autopilot. Adam did neither. He preferred hearing his breathing, how it settled into a relaxed rhythm after the initial demand. His mind seemed to free itself from the physical movements, and his thought transcended into spirit. After an hour of the physical challenge, his twenty miles done, a contented feeling almost always arose. Stretching out on the bed, he appreciated his useful, tired body.

      ZB Travel. He recalled their ad and brought the ZB Travel site up on the Hive. Zero boundary science was a relatively new branch of particle/wave physics, begun by Dr. Augustus Clavell, about a hundred years old. ZB science had come a long way since Clavell’s initial experiments, for which he was criticized for being too meticulous and glacial.

      The early collider experiments had revealed not just particles, but the field that contained the collision. And because the observer had to become part of the experiment, the discovery of the zero boundary field happened quite by accident. The first time it happened, the observer instantly felt as if he was everywhere. His report stated an experience of standing on Pollus’s moon, looking back at the experiment from afar.

      The exploration of the zero boundary field became the avant-garde of science. Initially difficult to study because it had no properties. Everything measurable moved in it or through it, but didn’t move it. Both waves and particles had no effect. It was as if you were attempting to study nothing. It took decades of study to develop a way to control it and then the methods to access it.

      Using a type of collider beam on the pineal gland in the Pollusian brain, astral transportation moved the first astral-naut to close planets in the solar system. Eventually, because physical distance ceased to matter, successful ‘journeys’ to the edge of the expanding universe became accessible.

      What ZB Travel offered was the latest in zero-boundary science. The ‘traveler’ rests in a transport tube. Through precise collider manipulation of the pineal gland, the traveler enters the zero boundary field, becoming embedded in the consciousness of an alien lifeform, where he is an unconscious observer only; he cannot influence the actions of the host. He is not even conscious of being a separate entity from the host. With ZB Travel, this becomes the traveler’s vacation. Any duration up to two weeks. The traveler returns to his own body and is fully aware of the time spent observing alien life from the point of view of an indigenous alien. Adam thought “talk about getting away from it all” and knew he’d be looking seriously at having his next vacation there rather than at the V-Dome.

      The next morning, Adam woke refreshed and ready to go, possibly aided by his excitement at seeing Mazria later that day. Then his work implant informed him he’d be in the tunnels, Excavation Site 175, down on Sub-level 7. Hard to stay upbeat. Twelve hours in the noise and acidic dust. Physical labor is OK, but when you’re wearing heavy protective coveralls, trying to see through sweaty goggles, and breathing through a mask all day, it loses its appeal. And he’d probably have to cancel his date; he’d be so friggin’ exhausted. 

      Expansion of the underworld of Pollus was essential to survival. Tunneling not only created more space to develop housing and recreation, but the mined ores: hematite, bauxite, silver, and copper, built the Hives and the Domes. It was not pleasant work, but it earned double the points towards a worker’s vacation allotment. A worker gained vacation time by complying with the rules. Don’t be late or miss a workday. Finish your daily work quota on time and accrue bonuses for extra work. Do your twenty miles per day on the stream-cycle. The basic compliance with the work rules gave each worker a 14-day vacation per year. Work hard, and you could get your vacay in ten months.

      On the conveyor, Adam tried to get psyched for the workday. Father, who ruled Pollus, appeared on the conveyor screens, ubiquitous as always, to boost morale and urge the citizenry to see the joy of
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