
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Table of Contents

			Title Page

			Copyright Information

			Acknowledgements

			Dedication

			Dream of the Navigator

			About the Author

			Also by Stephen Zimmer

		

	
		
			DREAM OF THE NAVIGATOR

			Book One of the Faraway Saga

			Stephen Zimmer

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2018 by Stephen Zimmer

			All rights reserved.  No portion of this book may be copied or transmitted in any form, electronic or otherwise, without express written consent of the publisher or author.

			Cover art: Enggar Adirasa

			Cover art in this book copyright © 2018 Enggar Adirasa & Seventh Star Press, LLC.

			Editor: Scott M. Sandridge

			Published by Seventh Star Press, LLC.

			ISBN Number: 978-1-948042-44-4

			Seventh Star Press

			www.seventhstarpress.com

			info@seventhstarpress.com

			Publisher’s Note:

			Dream of the Navigator is a work of fiction.  All names, characters, and places are the product of the author’s imagination, used in fictitious manner.  Any resemblances to actual persons, places, locales, events, etc. are purely coincidental.

			Printed in the United States of America

			First Edition

		

	
		
			Acknowledgements

			My heartfelt gratitude to my beloved Holly Marie Phillippe for standing at my side, believing in my work, and helping me walk my path.  May we explore the infinite horizons together one day, in places indescribable beyond Faraway!

			A big thank you to Enggar Adirasa for working so hard to perfect such a beautiful cover image.  This piece of art captures the feel of this book with its stark contrasts of world views and values.  I am very honored to have such an amazing artist’s work on the cover of my novel! 

			A spirited thank you and salute to my editor Scott M. Sandridge.  Always a pleasure to work with him and I appreciate how he understands the many levels I am aiming for with a book such as this.  Editors truly are an essential part of the process for writers in bringing forth their best work possible! 

			Of course, I want to thank my mother, who nurtured and supported me along my creative journey, and was there at the outset.  My eyes look toward the light of our own Faraway, grand reunions with her and my father, and the journey to realms unfathomable beyond. 

			Deepest appreciation and thanks to my loyal readers, who are always in my heart when I am working on a new book or short story.  I strive to bring you the best work that I possibly can, because you deserve nothing less.  I am humbled and honored to be an author that you choose to read and spend your time with.  Let’s explore some incredible possibilities together in realms of the imagination! Onward and Upward! 

		

	
		
			Dedication

			To the One who beckons to all of us to explore the infinite horizons 

			To my mother and father, who taught me to look beyond the surface of things, ask questions, and seek the bigger picture in life. 

			To Holly, whose steadfast love and support points toward a much better world than this one. 

			To my sister, for sticking together with me on this part of the journey, while keeping our eyes on a tremendous destination.

		

	
		
			Dream of the Navigator

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			“Your eternity will fail.”

			Head held high, defiance blazed within Morgan’s hazel eyes.  Glaring at the two security bots approaching her in the middle of the park, she stood her ground.  

			Having tracked her via the nanoscale ID implanted in her wrist, the humanoid forms had no expression. 

			Morgan waited for the pair, knowing she could not outrun them.  Nor could she fight them without a physical weapon, the possession of which had been banned for decades. Capable of strength and speed beyond any human, the bots’ AI had both weapons and a vast array of martial arts skills at their disposal. 

			 She could no longer function within Technate Six.  Her personal credits had been frozen, and her identity would be announced to anyone she tried to interact with or seek help from.  Every appliance she tried to use would shut off, and any drone vehicle she got into would go inert.

			The ID implant in her body acted as an unwavering beacon to the technate’s security system, bringing her to the present moment in the park facing the security bots moving in to apprehend her.  

			Looking up, thinking of the Navigators, the glistening of tears formed in her eyes.  If only she had not made a few mistakes that betrayed her to the technate’s system. 

			Morgan had no regrets about taking the path she had chosen, other than running out of time before she could reach sanctuary in places that most of the technate’s nine million inhabitants would find incomprehensible. 

			 With the moments dwindling fast before the bots seized her, thoughts flowed through her mind in rapid succession. Remembering the world described by her great grandfather, she comforted herself with the knowledge that things had not always been as they were now.  Though far from perfect, the world her great grandfather spoke of held a degree of freedom unknown to the masses of her world.  

			Now, everyone, save for the elite class, lived under a bondage of digital chains and mesmerizing illusions.  With reality distorted beyond recognition, most never questioned their state; and those who did ended up like her, apprehended and ushered off to Rehabilitation.  

			Morgan took a deep breath as the bots stepped up before her.

			“Under the authority of the Global Technates, you are placed under arrest, and hereby assigned to Rehabilitation under Initiative Nine of the Greater Good Doctrine,” one of the bots pronounced, in a deep, masculine tone. 

			Morgan gave no reply to the bots.  

			Instead, three words ascended from her lips toward the skies; a plea from the heart to a place where time and space knew no bounds. 

			“Take me faraway.”

		

	
		
			Haven

			“In light of all this heat today, why don’t you two stay for a moment and have a cold drink?”

			The invitation sounded wonderful to Haven.  It seemed the hours had passed by at a crawl, and a deep thirst tugged at her.

			The lifting bot trundled down the hallway behind her, heading on its way toward the apartment’s front door.  Its work complete, the bot would proceed to the delivery vehicle parked at the curb on the street far below.   

			She looked over toward Carlos.  “Sounds like a really good idea.  What do you say?”

			“Need to check in with Walter first,” Carlos remarked.  “You know how he gets.”

			With a smile on her face, she turned back to the tall, dark-haired man who had made the offer.  “We just have to check in with our boss.  Give me a moment.”

			As much as thirst tugged at her and as long as they had been working, she did not wish to irritate Walter or put her job in jeopardy.  There were not a lot of wage-paying jobs for those as young as Haven and Carlos.  In truth, the job pool continued to shrink every year, with well over half the working-age populace existing strictly on the Sustainability Allowance distributed monthly by the technate.  

			Most other seventeen-year-olds found themselves doing volunteer work, but Haven had jumped at the opportunity for a job when it had presented itself.

			Haven had soon found she liked having a few extra credits in her account each month.  A few of her peers flung accusations of selfishness toward her from time to time for turning down invitations to participate in their volunteer organizations. But earning additional credits for work done did not seem like anything to apologize for. 

			She also enjoyed riding around Technate Six in the delivery vehicle, and not having to suffer the crowds and other headaches of the primary, monorail-based transit systems.  Haven deemed it liberating to be traveling in a more private setting. 

			“I understand,” replied the customer with an amiable smile.  “It is wise to be respectful to those who have hired you.”

			“I’ll step away, and check in.  Be back in a minute ... sir,” Haven said, realizing that she still did not know the man’s name.  

			The list they had viewed for the delivery had only the address coordinates on it, and nothing more.  Data being so precise in their operation, with every last element of the process tracked and scanned, the absence of the man’s name presented a very unique anomaly.  Nevertheless, she and Carlos carried out their assignment as they would any other.

			Turning, she walked down the short hallway, toward the customer’s front door.  Taking slow steps, she gazed upon the walls filled with a wide variety of beautiful, scenic paintings.  

			Haven had never seen a collection like it inside a personal dwelling.  Only in a museum had she come across walls like the ones she now viewed, and most of those she had only visited in a virtual sense, as part of her education.

			She wished that she could take some time to study and savor the fascinating images.

			Cabins nestled by lakesides in the woods, houses cradled in the middle of rolling farmlands, and other tranquil, aesthetic scenes beckoned to another, older world.  Haven could only imagine how wonderful those times must have been, before everyone was cooped up within soaring masses of tenement buildings, under the system reigning over the modern day.

			Another image she came across showed an older style of vehicle traveling down a winding road, beneath blue summer skies filled with puffy white clouds.  Haven surmised that the vehicle used the kind of fuel that had been banned from use long ago.  

			Even more incredible, the vehicle did not look to be self-piloted.  Rather, it appeared to be the sort guided by an operator holding a wheel, similar to a few special vehicles owned by individuals who lived in the Northern Sector.  

			Haven wondered what it must have been like to drive vehicles, especially along such enchanting scenery, all by oneself.    

			She found it hard to imagine that large numbers of people once lived within such beautiful surroundings.  To her eyes, the images held visions of harmony and balance.  They did not carry a trace of the negative feelings that all the descriptions of the old world given to her by instructors and public officials conveyed.  

			She shook her head, gazing at a house on the edge of a sandy beach, with a tall structure beaming light in the background.  Ever since her childhood, she wanted to stand on a real beach, feel the sands under her bare feet, and hear the crash of the waves upon the shore.

			Only those living in the Northern Sector got to experience such moments for real.  For the rest, there remained only digital simulations.  No matter how realistic virtual environments seemed, Haven never forgot they were still illusions. 

			At a command, her Mixed Reality glasses displayed an image of Walter, a broad shouldered, burly man of about thirty, with short, curly brown hair.  After a few moments, the image came to life, animating when Walter connected from his own set of MR glasses. 

			“Job done?” he asked.  “Did it go well?”  

			“Went very smooth, the bot is already back on the vehicle,” Haven reported.  “Just had a small request.  Do we have a few minutes yet?  The guy here offered us a cold drink, and we could both use it right now.  It’s blazing hot outside.  Would that be okay?”

			“We’re a little behind,” Walter replied, his brow furrowing.  “But thanks for asking me first.  If you can promise me that both of you will be heading on your way back here in about ten minutes, then you can.  We really need to keep going.  Regulations only allow for another two hours, and you know how it is with technate regulations.  No room for error.  Instant penalties.”

			“No problem, I understand completely,” she replied, smiling at Walter. “We won’t be late.”

			“See you soon,” Walter replied, giving her a small grin, before his image faded out.  

			Haven’s glasses became clear again.  She would have been glad to work a little longer to offset a longer break, but the choice did not belong to her.  There would be no getting around the parameters mandated by technate regulations.  

			The delivery vehicle recorded the identity and times of the occupants that rode within it, in addition to the cargo being transported.  Even the delivery bot’s activity got measured at all times.  

			Walter would be subjected to fines and other penalties for being even two minutes late with the pair of teenagers.  Knowing the kind of stress Walter went through, Haven did not know why anyone bothered to run a business in the modern age, even if it did mean a chance at many more credits in their monthly accounts.  A part of her suspected that Walter found the work its own reward, versus days spent idle or distracted through entertainment.

			Haven returned to the living room.  Carlos and their host looked to her.  

			She announced with a bright smile, “It’s all good.  We’ve got about ten minutes.  Then Walter said we have to be going.”

			“That will give us enough time,” the man said, walking out of the living room and into his kitchen.  

			About a minute later, he returned with two full glasses, extending them to Haven and Carlos.  

			Sipping the drink, her eyes widened.  Her mouth bursting with cherry flavor, the liquid carried a delectable sweetness.  She had never tasted anything like it.

			“My own variation of what they call soft drinks around here,” the man commented, watching her expression. “Yes, before you ask, it has real sugar in it.  Something that’s not very easy to get these days ... at least in a technate.”

			“This is amazing,” Haven remarked, taking another swig of the cherry-flavored beverage. 

			“And so were many other things in those ... obsolete ... days,” the man replied with a chuckle.    

			She wondered how he had gotten the ingredients.  A person could not order such things through normal channels.  Even with a full allotment of nutrition credits at the beginning of a month, she could not have attained pure sugar for personal use.  

			“Oh, wow ... it’s incredible!” Carlos exclaimed, after drinking about half the glass down.  He had a slight frown on his face.  “Just wish I didn’t drink so much, so fast.  Couldn’t help it!”

			“Let me give you a quick refill, you’ve got a couple minutes yet,” the man said with a wink.  “In the old world, you could go into places and fill your cup as many times as you wanted to.  You could even get a cup three times that size, if you desired.  You could change flavors each time too.”

			“Really?” Haven asked, with an air of incredulity.  The idea seemed preposterous, with regulations allowing only one luxury-class beverage on a visit to a public eatery.  An additional glass added an onerous surcharge, taken from one’s personal account.

			Looking at their benefactor, she wondered if the man really knew how the old world operated.  

			The Global Council of Technates had been convened for the first time about fifty years prior.  While the man had a little gray mixed into his longer, dark locks and goatee, he could not have been any older than his early forties, at the most.  It would have been impossible for him to experience the old world enough that he could speak so comfortably about what it was like. 

			“I hope I don’t offend you, sir, but you don’t look old enough to actually remember the former times,” she told him.

			“My heart stays young,” he answered, with a broad grin.  “But thank you for the compliment.  Good to know I’ve retained a little youth in my look.”

			“With artwork like you have on your walls, I would be inspired every day too,” she answered.  “Your collection is amazing.  Absolutely beautiful.  Not screens either, but physical art.  Like a museum has.”

			“Yeah, it’s pretty awesome stuff,” Carlos stated, finishing his glass.  “I can tell you’re a big fan of the old world.  I think it’s interesting, but that’s not very encouraged out there, you know.”

			“Oh, I know that well,” the man said.  Taking the glass from Carlos, he left to get him a refill of the customized soft drink.

			“I am a collector of sorts,” the man called from the kitchen.  “I may be here in this tiny little place now, but that does not mean I cannot be somewhere else, like Faraway, in a moment’s time.”

			“Faraway?” she replied, her brow furrowing. “Where’s that?  Is that a place of some kind?” 

			“I must have misspoken,” the man replied, returning with Carlos’ glass, refilled to the brim.  He smiled toward Haven.  “I meant that the real me can be far away from here, back in a place where they can’t scan, measure, manage, and regulate every last waking moment I have.”

			“You really aren’t a fan of the way things are,” Carlos stated, laughing, and then taking a long drink from his refilled glass.

			“Let’s just say there were once people who could live their lives in the pursuit of their own happiness,” he said, his countenance growing more serious.  “We’ll just leave it at that, for now.”

			“Everything about life in this technate is so strict,” Haven commented, before she thought about the words.  She tensed up, thinking of the monitoring devices that were regulation within every home.  She could only hope that she had not said enough to be hauled in for questioning.  

			At the thought, another part of her wondered how in the world that the man before her had not been taken in for interrogation by officers of the Domestic Civilian Safety Agency.  Most all dissent ran afoul of the Hate and Incitement Speech Codes, which, in a stroke of great irony, were always said not to be a violation of the people’s freedom of speech.   

			“Ah, but hasn’t the common good been achieved in this glorious new age, under the guidance of the wise Global Council of Technates?” the man asked, a sharp glint in his eye as he looked towards her.  He continued, in a voice even thick with sarcasm.  “Those paragons of public service, dutifully looking out for our best interests.”

			“Still haven’t figured out what that is, in the first place,” Carlos remarked.  “The whole Greater Good thing, I mean.  I always find it hard to understand, because nobody’s the same, the way I see it.  Everyone’s different ... whether they like it or not.  So what’s a good that’s common?”

			“You trod upon the ground of a deep wisdom that they would find quite dangerous,” the man told Carlos, appearing to be pleased with the youth’s response.  He laughed merrily and looked to Haven again.  “And here I am, giving you a refreshment with highly-regulated ingredients ... and being a subversive influence.”

			“Not at all,” she said, shaking her head.  “We appreciate this a lot, believe me.  Been a very long and hot day.”  

			While he was unusual in comparison to most people she encountered, he embodied a breath of fresh air.  She found it wonderful to hear someone questioning the prevailing order aloud.

			“Well, a few others might disagree with you about me, especially all those bureaucrats running the technate, and the token representatives occupying space on the Technate Six Council,” he replied with a wink.

			Haven took a fast liking to the defiant man, but she did not reply to his comments about the technate, knowing that he tread on dangerous ground, voicing opinions like that.  

			“You’ve been really good to us. Thank you again,” she said.

			“You are quite welcome,” he replied.   

			Haven and Carlos finished their drinks, the ten-minute window given them by Walter drawing to a close.  After taking their empty glasses, the man accompanied them back down the hallway to the front door.  

			Haven turned to face him, before he shut the door behind them.  “Sir, if you don’t mind me asking you, what’s your name?  I’m really glad we met you today, and I realized I still don’t know your name yet.  Mine is Haven.”

			“And I’m Carlos,” her co-worker and friend added.

			“I suppose you can call me the Artist,” he said, extending his hand, and shaking each of theirs in turn.  “It might sound unique to have a name like that, but it is the right name for someone whose mind is often in Faraway.  But extremely important work needs to be done here.  So here I am.”

			There was an unmistakable, solemn look resting within his deep blue eyes.  Haven left the question that came to her mind lingering on her tongue, mustering a smile in response.  

			“It was really nice to meet you, Artist,” she said.  “I’ve enjoyed this delivery very much.”

			“Yeah, it really is great to meet you, and thanks once more,” Carlos said, grinning. “We won’t have a soft drink as good as that again, unless you have us deliver something else.”

			“Which I just might have to arrange,” the Artist responded in an amiable fashion.  “May the two of you have a wonderful rest of the day ... and don’t be afraid to dream big dreams.  That’s where it all begins.”  

			“You have a great day as well,” Haven said, unsure of how to respond to his last few words.  Nobody she knew spoke like he did, but so much of what he said resonated in a powerful way.  

			The door shut, and she walked with Carlos toward the elevator that would take them over thirty stories down to the street level.  Finding herself invigorated after meeting such an interesting and unique person, she wished all deliveries could result in such fascinating experiences.  

			She found much more life in the Artist than the drab individuals she regularly encountered while out in the technate.  Most of them could not think past the latest virtual gaming release, or sporting event. 

			Emerging from the tenement onto the street, and heading toward the delivery truck, the word ‘Faraway’ echoed within her mind.  

			A reason existed why the Artist had said the word in such a pointed fashion, at the end of their time with him.  If not sorely mistaken, she had strong confidence that the man’s words contained a hint of invitation to her and Carlos; to take the word onward and discover what it meant.

			Getting into the vehicle’s front left seat, Haven activated it by voice, and then told the guidance system the location of their next stop.  Pulling out from the curb, the truck accelerated to the mandated standard speed of travel for technate thoroughfares.  

			Haven sat back, gazing out the side window at the facades of the tenements passing by, many of them with businesses on the ground floor.  Her mind wandering, she found herself recalling the image on the wall of the Artist depicting the old-style car traveling free through an open countryside.

			Everything about that painting conveyed an air of freedom and liberation, a stark contrast to the monotonous scenes just outside her window.  She wished that she could be far away, maybe even be in the Faraway that the Artist had mentioned; whatever that place might be.  

			The life ahead of her largely determined, Haven knew she would never escape a life spent in tenements and densely-populated technates.  Only those living in the Northern Sector, by accident of birth, escaped that kind of life; along with a select few athletes and entertainers who captivated the public and became successful. 

			For the rest of society, life did not have many options beyond virtual environments.  Most things remained well-defined; eating and drinking the things approved, traveling where permitted, using only the energy rationed, receiving the health treatments assigned, living in the spaces designated, and holding the views authorized.  

			The dour parade of thoughts dampened Haven’s spirits.  She heaved an extended sigh.  

			One more delivery remained and then she could go home, and perhaps seek escape within simulated realms; whether games or social network environments.  More and more, escaping into digital realms was becoming all she could look forward to on a given day.

			“Far away ... Faraway,” she whispered, thinking of the Artist. 

			“What did you say? I missed that” Carlos asked her.

			“Just daydreaming ... that’s all,” she replied.

		

	
		
			Jaelynn

			Dreams no longer dwelled within the technate looming around her.

			Gazing up the towering heights of the gray structures engulfing her, the dismaying thought hovered within Jaelynn’s mind.  Beyond the lofty summits of the buildings, the deep blue skies appeared a realm far away; one impossible to reach.

			Monolithic tenements filling her sector, the buildings resembled the bars of a great cage; herding in a teeming, subdued populace.  

			Nobody that Jaelynn knew ever roamed outside of Technate Six’s confines, save for a couple of individuals from her tenement employed in the security force warding the restricted zones.  Even they rarely traveled outside the technate’s perimeter, with most of their work being done from their homes, using a virtual reality interface to perform systems maintenance. 

			Most of the people in Jaelynn’s world remained sequestered within their little apartments, drifting through their days immersed within digital realms. 

			Every time she looked to the skies, it reminded her that another world existed outside the technate’s boundaries, beckoning to her. Offering vast, open spaces filled with a tangible reality of lush greenery, mountains, lakes, and so much else that she longed for, the world outside had once been a place where a regular person such as herself lived.  

			Jaelynn lamented that most of the physical world now stood off-limits; under strict regulations and inaccessible to the average citizen.

			A few ground-based police drones and several larger delivery vehicles rolled past Jaelynn on the two-lane road to her right, adjacent to a steady stream of individuals on bicycles.  Jaelynn did not need the latter with a short walk remaining before she reached the monorail platform.

			A mixture of people and robots striding along the sidewalk, the pedestrian traffic looked to be the usual congested mass for the middle of the day.  Jaelynn would not have been surprised if the traffic had been sparse instead, often wondering why the streets ever became crowded and busy.  People had little reason to leave their apartments, with work, entertainment, and social interaction all available without the need to take a single step outside their front doors.

			Above, numerous kinds of drones cruised the air currents, ranging from security to delivery craft, to one or two ferrying human passengers.   

			Bringing a little bounce into her step, she turned her thoughts from the monotony of life in the technate to Gabriel.  Educational obligations finished, and the day clear of other tasks, Jaelynn intended to spend every minute she possibly could with her boyfriend of five months.

			 Many dating couples spent much of their time within virtual environments, even changing their appearances to each other on a regular basis.  Jaelynn preferred seeing Gabriel in person, and he held a similar sentiment.  It was just one of the reasons why the two of them had resonated so well with each other.

			Placing her Mixed Reality glasses on, Jaelynn took a detour into a Meal Express within sight of the monorail platform.  Jaelynn walked toward the serving counter.  A virtual kiosk formed within her glasses.  

			Eyeing the selections, she tapped the small screen of the virtual kiosk with her potential choices and frowned at the ensuing display in her glasses.  

			The month not quite up yet, she saw that she had already used her allocation of meat credits.  To get a club sandwich or hamburger would cost significantly more this time, with a sustainability surcharge for meat purchased beyond her authorized monthly allotment.  

			Wishing that one of her vegetarian friends happened to be in the place, she took a quick glance around the establishment.  The glasses indicating nobody from her close circle of friends in the vicinity, her visual search for possible acquaintances also turned up empty. 

			Jaelynn lamented the absence of a vegetarian to cooperate with her.  Most never had much of a problem sharing their meat credits with her, though the process had an indirect route.  Getting an item that they wanted on her allocation, they got her a sandwich using theirs.  

			Voluntary cooperation proved to be one of the only loopholes around the onerous Federal Health Agency’s regulations forbidding outright transfers or sharing of credits.  

			Jaelynn imagined how wonderful it would be to simply walk up and order what she desired, without worry of a penalty or admonition.  The thought served as yet another desire to be kept in silence, within her heart.

			At least with Gabriel she could vent a little.  Meeting him had given her so many outlets in a world she found increasingly frustrating to exist within.  Similar to her, he held thoughts and ideas deemed controversial, if not outright illegal.  

			For once in her life, she could share the things cradled in her heart with another person.  That alone seemed a small miracle to her, in a world where even the idea of miracles had been squarely confined as a dusty relic of a superstitious, long-faded age.

			After a short deliberation, she opted for a soft drink in a plastic bottle, even if those had gotten more expensive with the latest rises in surcharges on non-essential beverages.  As thirsty as she had become, she wished she could buy two, but the strict federal limit of one for every half-day period could not be avoided.  

			Making her way down the counter she eyed the large scanner tracking purchases.  Her remaining food credits and available currency displayed instantly within her glasses.  Now paid for, the bottle’s radio-frequency security tag deactivated, allowing her to proceed out of the building without hindrance.

			Taking a sip of the cola, she replaced the cap and continued toward the monorail platform at a casual gait.  The transports ran frequently enough to where she had no need to hurry.  

			Surmounting the flight of steps ahead of her, Jaelynn took her place among several others awaiting the arrival of the next monorail.  

			A five-minute wait ensued before the tell-tale hum of an incoming monorail filled the air.  The sleek array of compartments glided along the magnetic track, slowing to a crawl before coming to a full stop alongside the platform.  

			Boarding one of the middle segments, Jaelynn took a seat along one of the sides and settled in, the riding fee deducted the instant she crossed the threshold of the transport.  

			Removing her Mixed Reality glasses, she put them away in an upper pocket of her shirt.  Unlike some, she did not like to wear them all the time, and she definitely had no inclination for the other two options; contacts, or ocular implants.   

			Finishing her drink, Jaelynn tossed it in the proper receptacle for recycling, avoiding the automatic penalty for improper discarding.  She had already absorbed a couple such infractions the previous month and did not want to get hit with any more fines.  

			Smooth and swift, the monorail proceeded to the station located nearest to her intended destination.  Stepping off the transport and onto the high platform, she felt a gust of wind buffet her mid-length, black locks about.  

			After gazing around a moment, letting the disembarking passengers thin out, she took the staircase down to the street level.  An icy bite roved the air, making her regret that she had not worn a light jacket.

			A large number of people around her wore MR glasses, a fair number of them interacting with whatever environments the devices conjured up alongside the tangible one.  The sight always brought some amusement to Jaelynn, imagining them simply being mentally unhinged people wearing a plain set of glasses.  

			The majority of the other faces around her looked somber, tired, or pensive.  The dour expressions did not surprise Jaelynn in the least.  The way she saw things, they had very little to smile about.

			Making closer observations of her own parents had told her a lot about the world she lived in.  Both of them had part-time jobs; a rarity in most households, when jobs of any kind stood scarce to begin with.  

			Their employment brought some extra monthly credits in a few different areas.  But with no carryover of credits, much of what they earned simply vanished into thin air when a month came to an end.

			Jaelynn thought it would be better for them to take the path that so many others did; remain unemployed and go on a standard public allocation called a Sustainability Allowance. 

			A couple blocks away from the transport station, the high rise she entered looked no different from her own.  After a short ride up to the tenth floor, Jaelynn got off the elevator and walked down the hall to the door of the Adamson residence.  

			Ringing the doorbell, Jaelynn waited patiently. A few moments later, the door opened wide, revealing Gabriel’s mother.

			Sprinkled with strands of gray, shorter locks of brown hair framed the woman’s narrow face.  Crow’s feet adorned her dark brown eyes.  Everything about the woman, from her gaze to expression, looked weary; and much older than the forty-four years Jaelynn knew her to be.

			“Hi Mrs. Adamson,” Jaelynn greeted, presenting a warm smile to the woman. 

			“Hi Jaelynn, it’s good to see you.  Here to see Gabriel I’d bet,” Mrs. Adamson responded, returning the smile.  She moved to the side of the door, holding it open for Jaelynn to enter.  “He’s cooped up back there in his room as usual, buried in one of his science projects.  Do your best to get him out of the apartment.  The boy needs a little sun and fresh air.”

			“I don’t think he’ll listen to me,” Jaelynn replied with a laugh, stepping by Mrs. Adamson into the apartment interior.  “You know how he is.”

			“Then we’re both in a whole lot of trouble.  He sure doesn’t listen to me, and if he doesn’t listen to his girlfriend, what are we going to do?” Mrs. Adamson replied, with a lighthearted burst of laughter.  For a moment, the levity brushed aside the clouds of fatigue, shedding years from her face in an instant.

			“I’ll do my best for you, Mrs. Adamson, I promise,” Jaelynn responded, laughing again herself.

			Though sharing in the laughter, Jaelynn knew exactly what Mrs. Adamson meant when it came to her son.  Gabriel always harbored a serious edge, one far beyond the other boys his age.  His dedicated focus on things that so few of his age concerned their minds with stood as something that Jaelynn both liked and sometimes found herself vexed by.

			Not bothering to knock, she pushed the door to Gabriel’s room open slowly.  As she expected, her boyfriend sat on a stool, hunched over his latest project; focused on soldering a circuit board resting on the counter surface in front of him.  

			His bedroom already had become half workshop.  Judging from the piles of electronic gear and documents, the other half found itself in the process of being invaded and transformed.

			For a moment, she eyed the small, box-shaped object Gabriel was fabricating.  One of a kind, it had no identification code, or any kind of connection with the federal system, a process mandated on all technological devices.  

			Self-contained in all respects, the device, whatever it might be, offered a degree of privacy held to be illegal.  Her boyfriend did not shy from taking risks, and the trust he placed in her went without saying.  One word from her could have his creation confiscated and see him pulled in by the authorities for Rehabilitation or even incarceration.    

			“To think that at school they’re all under the impression you hate science,” Jaelynn remarked, grinning wide.  “And here you are, pouring over another project of yours.  Show’s how little they know you.”

			“Don’t want the hassle,” he replied, glancing up and casting her a winsome smile.  “You know they’d just try to turn me into a puppet.  I have my own ideas on things, including a few concepts they might not like too much.”

			“Such as?” Jaelynn asked, always interested in whatever new endeavor he might be up to.  “What are you working on now?”

			“Won’t matter, if my design doesn’t work.  Might wait to ask me that when I know if it has any real promise.”

			“I’m interested, no matter what happens,” she responded, grinning.  She then added, “It has to do with you, right?  At the moment I’m still interested in you, unless you really blow it someday and forget what a wonderful girlfriend you have.”

			Glancing towards her, an impish grin arose on his face.  “Are you so sure about that policy of yours?  I might be up to great mischief.”

			“I assumed that already,” she replied, laughing.  “That goes without saying.”

			“You’ll know one way or another, pretty soon,” he said.  Setting down the soldering gun, he straightened up and took a pronounced breath.  “That’s enough work on that ... for now at least.” 

			“Oh, so you do have a little time to spare for your girlfriend!” Jaelynn chided him.  “How generous of you, Gabriel Adamson.” 

			Getting up from the stool, he walked over and wrapped his arms around her.  Pulling her into him, bringing their bodies snug, he put his lips to hers.  

			The soft touch of their mouths led to an extended kiss.  She gazed deep into his light blue eyes as he drew back from her.

			“If I can’t find time for my amazing, wonderful, beautiful girlfriend, I’ll just have to invent something that can control time itself, won’t I?” he asked in a low voice, giving her a warm smile. 

			“I wouldn’t put that past you,” Jaelynn said, shaking her head in amusement.  “If anyone could pull that off, I have confidence you could.”

			“You do know me well,” Gabriel said, smirking. “So what do you say we get out of here, and go into the city?  Get some air.”

			“I know you’ll make your mother happy if you get out in the sun for a while,” Jaelynn responded.  “You’ll make me look good with her too.  And where else is there to go, anyway?  It’s not like we can take a trip outside the technate’s walls.”

			“No denying that,” Gabriel said, his tone growing more somber.  “But we’ll make the best of things for now, until I get to a place where the rules can be changed.”

			He winked at her, and there was something curious about his expression.  She cast a glance toward the project sitting on the small counter, wondering what exactly he was working on.  

			To her eyes, the project always looked like a big jumbled mess of electronic parts, but she knew in her heart that he intended to create something much more than a mere novelty.  Though young, he undertook everything he did with an iron purpose; a quality setting him far apart from most all the boys of their peer group.

			Reaching forward, she brushed away the wayward lock of hair that always swept down over his left eye.  Leaning in, she gave him another soft kiss on the lips.  

			Lowering her hands, she straightened out the collar of his long-sleeved shirt, from where it had popped up.  Her finger traced the edge of the silver pin attached to the right side of his collar.  Rendered in the shape of a majestic tree, one with robust boughs filled with abundant foliage, the small pin rarely was absent from his clothing.  

			Gabriel said it was a tree from an ancient myth, one almost lost to the mists of time.  He never offered much explanation as to why he had gone through the trouble of crafting the pin, other than to say that the old, obscure beliefs he had come across in his research inspired him to a great degree.

			The little symbol drew no attention with their peers or others in the city.  To all eyes, it looked to be nothing more than a tree, worn as a piece of ornamentation.  

			With Gabriel, the object held far more value than mere ornamentation. It harbored powerful meaning, containing things even she did not understand.

			“Alright, let’s go,” she announced, her face brightening.  “Time to get out of here for a little while.”    

			After letting Gabriel’s mother know they were leaving, much to the woman’s happiness, they left the apartment behind and headed down to the street level.  The day’s shadows were growing longer, conveying night’s approach.

			“I would say let’s go to the park, but the place is always too overcrowded for my liking,” Gabriel commented, as they walked side by side up the street. 

			“It is too crowded to ever be enjoyable,” Jaelynn replied in agreement.  “But everywhere in this technate tends to be crowded.”  

			“Not surprising the park is crowded, considering it’s one of the few places with any large amount of greenery that the peons like us are allowed to visit,” Gabriel said, a frown coming to his lips.  “Then again, if we were one of the members of the Technate Six Council, or a higher-up in one of the international conglomerates, we’d get to make full use of the huge areas of woodland just outside the technate’s boundaries.”

			Jaelynn heard the thick frustration in his voice, a tone that surfaced whenever he spoke of the technate’s political and business leaders.   She could not refute his adamant position that such individuals lived in a world set apart from the rules they placed over everyone else.  Anyone with even a small fraction of a wit could see that.

			He smiled and shook his head.  The sarcasm flowed in his voice, as he resumed.  “But at least we are safe.  They watch every place we go, record every transaction we make, monitor every bit of food we are buying.  I feel so good knowing how safe we are.  Don’t you?  We’re sustainable too!  It just doesn’t get any more fulfilling than that!”

			“They say it was much worse in the older times,” Jaelynn said, though the words did not harmonize with the feelings in her heart.

			“That’s what they will always tell you,” Gabriel said.  “Who really knows for sure?  I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t let anything in the networks dispute their nice little description of things.  When you control how history is taught, you don’t have to worry about things like being accurate.”

			“You’ve never believed them, have you?” Jaelynn asked, in a lower voice, growing increasingly nervous with Gabriel’s words.

			“I don’t believe anyone who feels a need to watch me all the time, and monitor everything that goes on in my life,” Gabriel replied.  

			As if to emphasize his point, he nodded towards one of the rectangular shapes gracing the heights of a nearby light pole.  The devices were all over the technate, monitored from a central hub.  Containing microphones and speakers, they could be used to listen to passersby, broadcast a technate-wide message, or be used individually, to address or interact with a person near it. 

			He then glanced up toward one of the ubiquitous cameras mounted high above them.  After a moment, his eyes roved even higher, taking in the sight of a surveillance drone drifting slowly, far overhead.

			His eyes lowered back to the ground level, and he nodded across the street.  Nestled between residence buildings, the windowless façade of a Steward Center loomed over the throngs of citizens walking by it.  Inside the structure, masses of data gleaned from the ceaseless surveillance was processed, organized, and applied.  

			“Everywhere you turn,” he said with an air of distaste.  “All around you, at all times.”

			“It does seem a little much,” Jaelynn admitted.  “When you stop and really think about it.”  

			Like most everyone, she did not like the heavy surveillance.  But that was the way things were, and she could do nothing to change it.  

			“Because they’re paranoid freaks, that’s why,” Gabriel said with a sharper edge.  “I wish, I wish … “

			His voice trailed off.  When he did not continue, she asked him, “What do you wish, Gabriel?”

			He glanced towards her, his blue eyes brimming with determination.  “I wish I could upend their whole system, unravel the whole entire thing … and maybe we could all find out for ourselves whether the things of the old world were really so bad or not.”

			“Better keep things like that quiet,” Jaelynn cautioned him, an edge of anxiety sparking while watching another wheeled police drone head down the street. 

			 She knew the drone vehicle picked up audio in addition to video images, using its artificial intelligence to sort through all of it and determine if a possible threat stood near.  People had been detained and taken in for questioning for far less than what Gabriel had just stated.

			Fortunate for Gabriel, most assessments would figure him to be a teenager running his mouth, without thinking.  But the threat remained that one would take his words more seriously. 

			He cast the drone a big smile.  “Just want to show it how happy I am that it’s keeping me … safe.” 

			“Come on now, Gabriel, let’s try and have some fun,” she insisted, seeing him beginning to spiral into the morose place he went at times.  Oftentimes, when he slipped into such somber moods, it took until the next day for him to snap out of it. 

			He smirked, and then shook his head again.  “I know.  I let it all get to me too easy.  But you watch out for me, don’t you?”

			With his right arm, he reached around her shoulders and pulled her close into him.  He kissed her lightly on the top of the head.  “You are an amazing girlfriend.  I can’t say that enough.”

			“You’re not such a bad boyfriend,” Jaelynn replied, laughing.  “A little unusual, maybe, but always very interesting.”

			“Not such a bad boyfriend?” That’s it?” Gabriel retorted, chuckling.  “That’s all I get?”  

			“Maybe a little better than that … just maybe,” Jaelynn teased with a coy air.

			“Your birthday is coming up soon, you should be really nice to me,” Gabriel said.

			“As if I’m not already,” Jaelynn replied with a look of mock indignation, elbowing him softly in the ribs. 

			“Hey now!” Gabriel exclaimed, breaking into deep laughter.

			“Admit I’m always nice to you or I’ll pummel you right here,” Jaelynn retorted.  “It will take the police bots a few moments to arrive.  By that time, I’ll be done with you!”

			“Okay, okay, I give up,” Gabriel replied.  “You are always nice and amazing and wonderful to me.  All times.  Every second.”

			“Much, much better,” Jaelynn stated, grinning.

			They continued down the street together, before finally deciding to go to Takeshi’s apartment.  From a few messages exchanged through their Mixed Reality glasses, they learned that his parents would be going out for the evening.

			Jaelynn did not mind the idea of visiting Gabriel’s friend. Though she did not know Takeshi well just yet, she had fast come to like the short, pudgy fellow. 

			Like Gabriel, Takeshi had a curious mind and liked to tinker with things, though his interests tilted towards software rather than the hardware that so captivated her boyfriend.  Easy going, he had always been welcoming and respectful toward her, not always a guarantee with girlfriends who took up much of the time once afforded to a close friend.   

			Takeshi answered the door when they arrived at his family’s apartment.  He looked to Gabriel and Jaelynn, nodded, and smiled.

			“How’s it goin’?” he asked.

			“Good as it can be, I guess,” Gabriel replied.

			“Hi Jaelynn,” he greeted her.  “Good to see you.”

			“Hi Takeshi, good to see you as well,” she responded. “What’s new?” 

			“Good timing ... there’s a holographic concert you all might want to see, going on tonight,” Takeshi announced when they entered the apartment.  “If you don’t mind spending a few credits. It’s not a bargain.” 

			“Who is it?” Gabriel asked.  “Anyone I’m into?”

			“DawnBreaker,” Takeshi replied, nodding, a grin spreading on his face.

			“Now that sounds good,” Jaelynn remarked at the mention of the heavy-edged group, who employed a wide range of rhythms and vocal harmonies in their sound.  It did not hurt that the guitarist and lead singer were exquisitely handsome guys either. 

			“I was just about to get some pizza ordered in. I’ve been careful about using my credits this month,” Takeshi said.  He grinned.  “You certainly have good instincts for timing your arrival.”

			“I never turn down pizza,” Gabriel said.  “You know me better than that, Takeshi.”

			“Yes, yes I do,” Takeshi replied with a laugh.  “Oh, one more thing ... I’ve been slack on doing the dishes.  Give me a minute to output a few more forks and knives.  Let’s do that first.”

			He strode into the kitchen, heading over to the Fabricator mounted on the far wall.  Opening up the hinged covering of the input panel, Takeshi pushed the buttons requesting a few additional utensils to be manufactured.  

			Jaelynn eyed the machine as several indicator lights brightened.  A slight delay ensued as the Fabricator connected to the technate’s Central Approval Office, verified the request, and registered the items to be output.  After receiving clearance, it created the simple utensils. 

			Following a short discussion, the types of pizzas were decided upon and ordered up through their MR glasses.  The friendly, blonde-haired female avatar confirmed that the request had been carried out, the transaction completed, and that the food would arrive via drone delivery in less than thirty minutes.          

			Carrying a cluster of brand-new utensils, and moving back into the main living room, Takeshi turned on his holographics unit and went about ordering the concert transmission.  

			Once that had been done, they awaited the arrival of the pizza.  The drone, having converted to a bipedal form, arrived at Takeshi’s door with a few minutes to spare under the thirty-minute estimate.

			The three ate to their fill, finishing just in time for the start of the concert.  Light radiated from the main unit a few minutes later, connecting with smaller sensors and other nodes positioned about the room, forming a solid, encompassing brilliance.  

			A world in three vivid dimensions surrounded Jaelynn.  To her perspective, she stood on the floor level in the middle of an enormous arena.  

			The huge venue looked to be filled to capacity, from the bottom on up to the highest tiers of seating.  Not far away loomed a massive stage with a host of trusses crisscrossing high above, the latter suspended from a cabling system reaching up to the arena’s lofty ceiling.   

			While looking as real to Jaelynn’s eyes as anything physical, none of it had actual substance.  Yet even though the images themselves were not physical, neither were all of them computer-generated in origin.  

			Live transmissions rendered in real-time from the other side of the world, the immensely popular recording artist DawnBreaker were set to perform a concert broadcast worldwide through advanced holographics. 

			No need existed for a lengthy tour.  The single live concert served as the material for a worldwide show, achieving the results of an entire tour within a couple of hours.  

			One night would also generate far more revenue than any extensive tour.  Every single person watching would be scanned and charged by the technology forming the encompassing images.  

			There was even a virtual merchandise booth that would see t-shirts and other items selected shipped upon purchase for next-day delivery; if not the same day, in some instances.  

			For the band, it presented tremendous efficiency.  One night’s costs replaced weeks and months of touring expenses, while reaching every corner of the globe. 

			Jaelynn had to admit that the current holographic concerts were far more enjoyable than actually going to one in a local venue.  With the security protections in place, a person had to go through more than one layer of security checks at any live event venue.  No containers of any kind were allowed, even handbags and purses.  For a long concert, and definitely for larger music festivals, it made for a miserable experience.  

			Yet, as Gabriel had pointed out on more than one occasion, with the increasing utilization of holographic technology for the consumption of live music and sporting events, the mass populace had even less incentive to leave their residences.  A bedroom could be transformed into an arena floor or row of stadium seats, and there was no trouble with food, drinks, going to the bathroom, or anything else.  

			She could not deny his ultimate point.  The shift toward advanced holographics with live events isolated the mass populace even more; combining with gaming and other entertainment forms to the point where many people she knew spent increasing portions of their days sequestered within their apartments.  

			Even so, she found herself caught up in the energy and power of the show when it commenced a few minutes later; a fusillade of pyrotechnics, thundering drums, and explosion of lights kicking off the concert.  The roar of the crowd felt real enough, as did the powerful vibrations from each booming thump of the kick drum.  A couple of hours later, the exhaustion she felt from cheering and dancing in place felt real enough too. 

			“DawnBreaker knows what’s up,” Gabriel declared, smiling when the familiar living room surroundings replaced the vision of the arena.  “’Shatter the Darkness’ says it all.”

			“’You gave them the power, you can take it back!’” Takeshi sang, a little off-key, giving a spirited fist-pump into the air.

			“Yeah, surprised they let them get away with that one,” Gabriel said, grinning.

			“The powers that be need to have a few outlets for public angst,” Takeshi replied.

			“I’m feeling a little inspired, so what do you say we hang out where we can talk a bit more?” Gabriel suggested, looking toward his friend with a more serious edge to his voice.  He took out his MR glasses and set them down on a counter. 

			“I’m thinking the same thing,” Takeshi replied.  Like Gabriel, he took his glasses out and set them down, while cleaning up the leftovers and boxes from the food ordered earlier.

			She knew what they meant, following suit with the setting aside of her own glasses, before heading to Takeshi’s room. Taking a seat on his bed, Jaelynn waited for the other two to join her.  They entered a few moments later, Takeshi shutting the door behind him.

			Gabriel took a seat on the bed next to Jaelynn, while Takeshi sat cross-legged in the middle of the floor.  Much more tidy and organized than Gabriel’s room, Takeshi’s offered plenty of space for the three of them to relax and visit.  

			Jaelynn watched Gabriel pull a few papers folded in half out of his pocket.  Out of his other pocket, he retrieved a drawing pen, and began writing something down on the paper.

			Wondering what he was up to, she watched with great interest.  Neither item that he used was common or inexpensive.  

			While most artists created using digital devices, a few yet opted to develop their works using tangible mediums.  A few places could still be found in the technate that carried the costly implements.  

			Knowing her boyfriend’s purpose did not involve any kind of traditional artwork, Jaelynn could not fathom what Gabriel used the implements for.   

			When finished writing, Gabriel handed the paper over to Takeshi, who took it and read in silence.  Takeshi then brought forth his own drawing pen and proceeded to write something down underneath Gabriel’s words. 

			The pattern between the two continued for nearly thirty minutes.  Not a single word spoken between them, many nods of understanding, a few bursts of laughter, expressions of puzzlement, and raised eyebrows accented the communication.  Again, and again, they exchanged the little stack of papers, continuously adding to the contents.    

			“So, what’s all that stuff about?” Jaelynn asked hesitantly, eyeing the papers, and unable to stifle her curiosity any longer.  

			Giving Jaelynn a knowing wink, Gabriel put a finger to his lips.  He took up one of the papers and scrawled something down upon it.  Handing it over to her, he smiled and winked again.

			On the paper’s surface, she read the words:

			‘I wanted you to see how we did this before explaining it.  Very often, low tech can overcome high tech.  Nothing digital to record here.  No sounds to monitor. Just the power of written words.  Words to take into the privacy of our minds. Words to share without fear.’

			Jaelynn started to open her mouth, but saw Gabriel put his finger to his lips at the last moment.  He pointed to the paper in her hand, held out his pen, and nodded to her. 

			Taking up the pen from him, she
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