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The dream came again. 

In a stodgy apartment on the west side of Tucson, Adam Stanton sat bolt upright in bed, gasping for breath. He yelled, “No!” 

After he’d breathed for a moment, he sighed. 

He looked left, then right.

His apartment. 

He was here. In his bed. In his apartment. 

An eerie blue glow reflected off the walls of the room. 

He looked to the right again. The light was from the dial on the clock radio. It was almost 3 a.m. 

His hair, his forehead and upper torso were damp with sweat. His pillow was soaked. 

Every muscle in his body was tensed. 

The sheets were twisted and tangled around his legs. 

He started to shake his head, but it was pounding and throbbing. Pulsing as it always did when the dream came. 

He slid up in the bed and rested his shoulders against the headboard. Gently, he leaned his head forward, placing his face in his hands. “Oh! Oh man! Every time. Every damn time.”

The stubble on his cheeks was rough against his palms. 

He slid his hands higher, then pressed his fingers against his temples in an effort to dull the pain. “Oh damn. Damn.” 

His legs felt as if they were bound. He wanted to kick the sheets loose, but his head hurt too much. He shifted his feet carefully, then leaned left and reached for his cigarettes on the night stand. Probably that would help the headache.

He turned the pack up, tried to tap one out. But he was greeted with a sprinkling of loose tobacco. “Well, crap.”

He reached his finger through the small hole. He was probably out. 

Three. There were three smokes left. But those were wedged in the back end of the pack. He used the same finger to rip the rest of the top out of the pack, then reached his thumb and forefinger in and pulled one out. He put the filter between his lips.

He reached for the night stand again and fumbled in the dark for a partial book of paper matches. 

He finally found them on the far edge of the night stand. 

A grimace curled one corner of his mouth. “Teetering on the edge, just like me.” 

Feeling with his finger for the strike surface, he lit a match and held it to the end of the cigarette. The first big drag was as much a relief as always. 

He turned and squinted at the blue numbers on the alarm clock. “Oh man. Nearly 3 a.m.” Settling himself against the headboard again, he took another long drag. The ember on the end of the cigarette glowed bright, then faded into ash.

He exhaled a stream of blue-white smoke toward his feet. It was illuminated briefly in the glow of the clock radio.

The recurring dream had come to him only a few times a year at first. Then a few times each month. Then several times each month.

But for the past week it shocked him, attacked him, every night. That’s how it felt. Like he was under attack. 

And this one was the worst yet. So vibrant. So real. This one came too close. It was right on the edge of his conscious mind.

“No more. No damn more.”

But before he could do anything about the dream, he had to dull this headache. 

He carefully disentangled his legs from the sheets, then turned sideways and put his feet on the floor. A moment later, his palms against the mattress, he stood and unsteadily made his way to the bathroom. 

He switched on the light, then turned to the sink. He lay his cigarette on the toilet tank, then turned on the cold water and cupped his hands beneath the stream. 

After he splashed the cool water over his face, he wiped his face and hands with the hand towel. As he tried to hang it over the hook, it dropped on the floor. 

He glanced down at it. “Well, damn. Par for the course.”

He picked up his cigarette, put it between his lips and leaned forward. The waistband of his black gym shorts pressed against the edge of the sink as he peered into the mirror that doubled as the front of the medicine chest. “Adam, dude, you are seriously messed up.” 

Dark half-moons hung beneath his eyes, which were bloodshot. Beads of sweat peppered his brow.

He leaned back and opened the medicine chest, then took out a bottle of aspirins. He opened it and shook a few into his hand, then put it back in the cabinet and closed it.

He moved his cigarette and popped the aspirins into his mouth. As he chewed them, he turned on the water again, cupped his hand under it, and brought it to his mouth.

He rocked his head back to swallow the mixture, then put his cigarette between his lips again and returned his attention to the mirror.

“Damnit, this has got to stop. If I could just remember the dream, maybe I could deal with it and get a good night’s rest for a change.” 

When the dream was coming only every few months, he didn’t bother trying to recall it.

But when it began visiting him more than once a month, he tried. 

At first the dream seemed a distant memory of a memory. It was elusive. 

More recently, he felt as if he was getting closer, but the headaches proved a barrier. They blocked any memory he could pull up. Or so it seemed.

He took another long drag on his smoke, then ran his fingers through his brown, tousled hair. He looked into the mirror again and blew a wisp of blue-white smoke at the image there. Quietly, he said, “Just remember it, Adam. It’s all right. Just remember it and be done with it.”

His mind danced around the edges of the dream, but wouldn’t bring it up. 

Still, something felt different. Somehow it seemed closer. The bits of the dream seemed more about to spill over the jagged edges of the headache.  

Finally, he turned away from the mirror. There were no answers there. 

He sighed and flipped the butt of his cigarette into the toilet. Whatever happened, he had to solve this. That’s all there was to it. He had to remember the dream. He had to bring it to light, beat it and get on with his life.

Maybe he was trying too hard. 

Obviously he couldn’t control whether he remembered the dream. 

He’d just have to do what he could and try not to let it bother him so much.  

For the night, at least, the dream was over and he was awake. He might as well stay up for the duration. 

He padded into his small living room, past the end table and the couch, and sat on the edge of his favorite chair.

“All right.” 

Again he tried to pull up the dream.

He grinned. The exercise was so hopeless that trying was almost ludicrous. 

He closed his eyes. His blood, red-black, pulsed, pulsed, pulsed past his eyelids. “Okay. Once upon a time, a long time ago—” 

I was pulled into— 

He opened his eyes. What? Pulled? Where’d that come from?

He shook his head. That wasn’t right. I wasn’t pulled. That was just the nightmare talking. The fear.

And that’s silly anyway. The nightmare was just a dream. It wasn’t real, and it can’t hurt me. I’m here, in my apartment, in my chair.

He calmed himself, then glanced across the room at the flat-screen television set. 

Play it like you would play a movie, Adam. 

It was a trick his hypnotist friend had taught him. Just watch it go by. You aren’t in it. You’re just watching.

He eschewed the sing-song rhythm of once upon a time. 

Time to get serious. 

With the television screen firmly in mind, he closed his eyes. 

Okay, sometime long ago— 

Long ago? Is that right? 

Maybe.

Sometime in the past. Okay. Vague is better. Specifics will come later.

Sometime in the past I was— 

He searched for the right word. Waited for it.

Led. I was led. 

Okay, I was led. So by someone. And into some place or thing.  

Still looking in the direction of the TV, he closed his eyes. 

A mental image flashed. A machine. 

A machine? Sometime in the past I was led by someone into a machine? 

But that doesn’t make sense.

No, now don’t do that. It was a machine. Just trust it. It was a machine. 

And the machine— had a wall. A low wall. And a narrow opening. And letters. On the front of the wall. 

To the left of the opening were letters.

He frowned. 

What letters? What were the letters?

His pulse pounded. He took an intentional breath, calmed himself.

May I ask what the letters were?

S.

There was an S, he was sure.

The first one was an S.

That seemed almost easy. Maybe he was making it up. Maybe his subconscious was trying to satisfy his quest for letters. 

Or maybe he was tricking himself into believing it was too easy.

Trust it. Just trust it. It was an S. The first letter was an S.

And there was also an M. 

SM? Sadomasochism? 

That would be about right with this damned headache. 

His eyes still closed, he smiled wanly.

No, there was something else. There was an S and an M. And Unit. 

An S and an M and Unit. Unit was capitalized. So that must be important.

Was it the name of the machine? Or the name of the type of machine? 

So SM Unit? 

No. No, there was something else. 

He frowned again. 

Another letter maybe? Between the S and the M?

Yes. There were three letters. And they formed a word. So the second letter had to be a vowel. It spelled a word of some sort. Not an acronym. Well, maybe an acronym too, but one that was also a word. At least to me. 

Trust it. So the middle letter was a vowel. 

It had to be a vowel.

His pulse began to pound again.

No. No need for all that. Calm down. You’re in familiar territory now. Just apply what you know. 

The vowels are A, E, I, O, and U. Okay, and sometimes Y. But not this time. 

So Sam. Sem. Sim? 

No. So Som? Sum? 

No. Sem? 

No. Sam?

No. Not like that. 

What’s that mean? How else could it— 

Wait. It was all uppercase. So SAM?

That’s it! That’s what it was. It was a SAM Unit. A SAM Unit. 

Whatever the hell a SAM Unit is. 

His pulse began to pound again, driving the headache through his brain. 

But not as hard as before. 

The pounding, it was a punishment that apparently fit the crime.

Okay, that was not helpful. 

Sometime in the past, I was led—so by someone—to a SAM Unit. Or maybe into a SAM Unit.

Whatever. No biggie. What a SAM Unit is and who was doing the leading will come when it’s time. 

That was enough for now. He wouldn’t forget again.

He pushed himself up from the chair and padded into the bedroom. 

The clock radio read 6:45. 

Seriously? He hoped he hadn’t fallen asleep in the living room. He hoped he hadn’t dreamed that he’d begun to solve the dream.

Some while ago, someone had led him to a SAM Unit, right? Or into a SAM Unit.

Right. He wouldn’t forget.

“I’d better get a shower.” 

The boss wasn’t big on tardiness. 

What in the world is a SAM Unit?

He laughed and walked into the bathroom.

* * *
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About the time he was soaped down, he remembered it was Saturday morning. 

He didn’t have to work today. Good. He could stay home, wash his bedclothes, and work on remembering more of the dream.

Or more of his past.

Why did that thought keep coming up?

He rubbed his hands up over his face and stared at the shower head. 

My past? But it was just a dream, right? Just a run-of-the-mill nightmare. 

He wasn’t even trying to remember it because he wanted to. He was trying to remember it so maybe he could deal with whatever issues were buried inside it. Then the headaches would stop.

He turned around and let the hot water cascade down over his head, shoulders and back. Then he dumped some shampoo in his left hand, lathered it with his right and rubbed it into his scalp.

He continued to work the remaining shampoo down over his face.

Ease up, Adam. It’s just a stupid dream. Deal with it and be done with it. He chuckled and tasted shampoo. Ugh. It was bitter on his lips.

He almost reached up with his hands to rub his mouth, then remembered there was probably shampoo still on his hands too. He turned his face up to the shower head, allowing the water to rinse the lather off his face, then his hands.

There.

He would deal with the dream, that’s all. He would deal with it and be glad it was over.

Still, he was more than intrigued by what he’d already remembered.

A SAM Unit. That seemed awfully specific. 

And he was led by someone to—or into—that unit. He could hardly wait to see what she looked like.

He opened his eyes and frowned. “She?” 

The dream was getting more interesting all the time. 

After he rinsed all the shampoo out of his hair, he applied a thin layer of cream rinse to his palms, rubbed them together and then rubbed his scalp vigorously. 

A moment later, he allowed the water to rinse that out of his hair too, then leaned down and turned off the shower.

Most of the time he shaved in the shower too, applying the lather with a brush from an old fashioned shaving mug. Then he would move to the end of the shower to scrape off the thick, dark stubble with his razor.

But the dream seemed to be revealing parts of itself this morning without being forced. He didn’t want to risk interrupting the flow. He could shave tomorrow, or even Monday morning. 

He stepped out of the shower, grabbed a towel from the hook and quickly dried himself, then padded into the bedroom to get dressed.

When he had donned fresh underwear, a pair of hiking shorts and a t-shirt, he went into the kitchen to brew a cup of French Vanilla coffee in his Keurig.

The coffee maker hadn’t paid for itself “many times over” like the guy at the store said it would. Or at all. But it was the only real luxury he afforded himself, and it was nice.

When it was finished, he took his cup into the living room and reclaimed his seat in his favorite chair.

He took a sip of the coffee, but moved it away barely in time to avoid blistering the tip of his tongue. 

He sat back in the chair. So whoever led him into the machine was a woman. Interesting. 

Who is she? Or was she? 

Maybe if he could remember that much, she could tell him what the SAM Unit was.

He allowed his eyes to close.

What seemed only moments later, a woman faded into view. She was walking toward him, coming into a light that emanated from no visible source. 

She was slim. Petite. In a light-yellow, one-piece, form-fitting suit. No apparent seams, buttons or zippers.

Short, dark hair framed intense green eyes. She said, “Adam, how’re you feeling?”

She knew his name. So he should know hers too.

“Fine,” he heard himself say. “I’m fine. And yourself?”

Her light laughter sprinkled the dim light with vibrant yellow notes.

“I’m good. But then, I’m not going.” She smiled and reached for his hand.

He smiled at the touch. 

Yes, that’s her. It’s Sarah Tenemon.

His eyes still closed, he frowned. 

But how did I know her name?

As if it were the most natural thing in the world, he took her hand.

And she turned to lead him to—

He looked past her and saw it. 

And remembered. 

He flung his eyelids open. “The SAM Unit! The sub-atomic miniaturization unit! SAM! Sub-Atomic Miniaturization!

* * * * *
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Sweat beaded his forehead and trickled in little rivulets down his face. 

It wasn’t just a dream! It was real! I was there! 

It didn’t make a difference. Even with his eyes open, he still saw it all plainly. 

The SAM Unit. It was basically a time machine, really. 

But not one that would transport the subject from one time period to another. Not the way HG Wells imagined it. Rather it would transport him into a much-expanded instant in the same time. 

Nor would it move his body from one place to another. Again, it would set him down in precisely the same spot, but on a sub-atomic scale.

All courtesy of the Exemplar’s sub-atomic miniaturization theorem.

A place where dozens or hundreds or even thousands of years in sub-atomic time might comprise a fraction of a minute on Earth.

He was getting too deep into this. He shook his head. Hard. He had to bring himself back to reality. 

Then again, what is reality?

This was only a dream. Only a remembrance of a dream. Wasn’t it?

But it was so real.

So where was he now? Right now?

He looked around. The couch was there. The end tables were there. The lamps were there.  The television was there, and the cabinet beneath it. 

So was he back? Had they found a way to retrieve him?

He frowned. Retrieve him? Retrieve him from where? From a dream? A nightmare? 

No. SA-3. Tremer. 

Whatever that was. 

And “found a way?” That sounded ominous.

Okay, okay. Breathe. 

Tremer. Tremer was a place. For the sake of argument, Tremer was a place. And if he needed to be retrieved, he must have been sent. Or inserted. 

So for the sake of argument, maybe he’d been sent to Tremer. 

If “found a way to retrieve him” were dropped into the conversation, something must have gone wrong. So had he been to Tremer? If so, had they found a way to retrieve him?

Or was he still on Tremer, dreaming he was in an apartment in Tucson Arizona?

No. It had to be a dream. All of it.  

Chances are, if he had gone to Tremer, whatever that was, and if he was back, he would still be in the Travel Lab. 

Even sitting right here, right now, in his favorite chair in his living room in his apartment in Tucson Arizona, he remembered that from his training as a Traveler Cadet.

Well, his training in the dream. Or his remembrance of the training in the dream.

He shook his head again. He had to get back on track. 

Okay, for the sake of argument, I went to Tremer and they found a way to retrieve me.

So given that, the debriefing still would take weeks or months. 

He wasn’t sure how he knew that, but it was a fact. His debriefing would take weeks or months.

Well, if he was back. 

So check.

And even after his debriefing was finished, they would need him to do other things.

But what other things?

Never mind. Stay on track. Other things. Check. 

It’s why the contract he signed was for ten years. It was why he had signed another document in which he agreed to an involuntary extension of that contract if necessary. Either that or be washed out of the Traveler Academy on the spot.

And he had signed. Willingly, right? Hadn’t he signed willingly?

Yes. Even eagerly.

The other things. For one, they would need his input to fine-tune the adjustments.

Check. But why? 

So this sort of thing wouldn’t happen again.

Right. Check. 

No, wait. 

Wait. So what sort of thing wouldn’t happen again? 

And again? What again?

But the memory wouldn’t turn off. It wouldn’t allow diversions.

They would need his mind log.

Check. Whatever a mind log was. 

And his wife’s diary.

He frowned. Wait. What wife? What diary?

If he remembered to bring it with him. 

Check. For the diary. Is that what they meant? The diary? Check.

It was all moving too fast to keep up.

If he was back. If he was back. If he was back.

* * * * *
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As he followed Sarah Tenemon into the Lab, Adam glanced at the SAM Unit and tried to hide his excitement. 

He had spent the last five of his twenty-eight years in the Traveler Academy. There were three years of advanced biology, psychology, sociology, physics, and philosophy. That was followed by two years concentrating on the Exemplar’s pet theorem, Spatial Travel. But without it there would be no Traveler Academy. 

And he was about to realize his ultimate dream. 
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