Q

by John Grant

The security guard recognized my face but he knew his job. He laborioudy checked my ID, then asked
meto step out of the limo so he could frisk me and make me give his machines my thumbprint and a
retinal scan. Only then would he alow me through the gate. He politely told me that my driver and my
bodyguards were not permitted admission—which, of course, wed dready known—and directed them
to alow building about a hundred yards outs de the compound, where, he assured them, they could
enjoy refreshments, entertainment, and restrooms.

He waked with me up to the main entrance, his hand never very far from the gun at hiswa<.

"Good to seeyou'revigilant,” | said, in the same way | might have commented on the wesather.

He amiled formdly but said nothing.

At the doorway | had to submit to a second retina scan before hefindly ushered meinto acodlly lit
reception area. Soft music played in the background, and | stiffened when | recognized what it was. They
must have smuggled inthe CD.

Paying no attention to my reaction, the guard dumped onto the receptionist’s desk the few items of mine
held confiscated while frisking me: nail clippers, ablank cassette tape, atube of lipstick someone had
given me asahint and which I'd never used but till carried around anyway, acomb. | wasn't sure why

he'd decided they were threats to security.

"Dr. Prestrantra," said the young receptionist. "It's good to meet you, maam. Dr. Heatherton will be with
youinamoment.”

"I'mafew minutesearly,” | saidto him.

I'd hardly had time to wonder why the hell | was gpologizing to areceptionist when adoor at the back of
the room opened and an unshaven man came walking across the shiny stone floor toward me, ahand
outstretched. Blue jeans, aBon Jovi T-shirt, long, dreadlocked hair.

"Dr. Prestrantra?"

"Cdlo." My dad had liked the instrument. A good thing, I've dways thought, that he didn't like the
sousagphone instead.

"Cdlo, hi. Tim Heatherton. Good to meet you."
We shook hands.
"Coffee? Tea?'

"I'm awash. A restroom would be we come."



"Of course. Charles, could you?"

The receptionist escorted me down acorridor to aladies room, waited outside the door, then led me
back again. Dr. Heatherton—Tim—was still waiting wherewed left him.

Hegrinned. "Socid niceties, or should | just get straight on with it?"

"Uptoyou. | havetherest of the afternoon free. | need to be back in DC by eight, though.”

"Hying from LaGuardia?'

"es"

"We have three, four hours then. Should be long enough if we start now. Come on back into my lair.”
He led me back through the door hed come in by and then aong a corridor that was largely featureless
except for the doorsthat regularly studded its length. Itswalls were painted in one of those colors so
tagtefully muted you can never afterwards remember what it was.

We made small talk.

"I had avery great admiration for your predecessor,” he said mildly.

"Sodidl."

"Alex did hisbest under difficult circumstances.”

"Thesearedifficult times”

Theinforma code phrases had been exchanged. We were people of like mind.

Tim gaveardaxed sgh.

"And you plan to carry on in the same way that he did?’

"l do."

"Good. So | can speak fredy?!

"Of course. I've made no comment about the fact you people are playing aMylene Farmer CD in
reception, have |?'

He shrugged, then disregarded my comment.
"I nearly wept," he said, "when | heard the bomb had taken out Alex aswell. | mean,
every-slver-cloud-has-a-dark-and-ominous-lining sort of thing." He looked at me sidelong, checking that

I'd really meant it when I'd said he could speek fredly.

| nodded reassurance. "l know what you mean."



He stopped at adoor that looked just like dl the others. "In here," he said, opening it on a crowded
office. Books and papers everywhere. Y ou could tell where his desk was because one of the mountains
of chaos was bigger than the others.

He cleared achair, gestured for meto st onit.

"Who did it?" he said, seating himself behind the desk-mountain. "Planted the bomb?"

"Y ou've read the newspapers, seenthe TV."

"They dl say it wasforeign terrorists. Probably a-Qaeda. Plausible, | guess, but | don't buy it.”
"It'ssafer for you that you do,” | said earnestly. "Isthis place bugged?”

He gave alow chuckle. "It's about the only placein the country I'm completely certainisn't,” he said. "Did
Alex tdl you much about our work here?'

The question was atest, | sensed. | gave it astraightforward answer.

"Absolutdly nothing. After his deeth, my persona computer recelved an encrypted e-mail from him. | got
our best hackers onto it, but none of them could get into it—could even get started. A few days later, |
remembered something he said maybe sx monthsago ..."

Tim Heatherton raised ahand asif to fend me off. "Don't tell me what the something was."

"I wasn't going to. Y ou might be certain this placeis clean of bugs, but I'm not. Homeand Security's
sneskier than you think."

"Strangetimes" he sad reflectively, gazing a the picture of him and hisfamily on thewall opposite him,
"when we've cometo regard the CIA asthe torchbearers of liberty.”

Alex Bransvuld had been my mentor at the CIA and my immediate predecessor asits deputy director of
operations. HEd been appointed under a previous adminigtration; the incoming president—and, more
importantly, his veep—had wanted to replace him as DDO, but Alex had decided not to go gently into
that good night and had pointed out, with the evidence to back it up, that no one, not even the prez and
the veep in their immediately preceding years, wasimmune from the attentions of the security services.
The newcomers didn't like the Situation, but there wasn't agreat deal they could do about it.

Inaway it was astonishing that Alex had ever been gppointed at al to lead an organization whose
operationswere, for the vast mgority, necessarily covert, for hewasin persond life agreat democrat, a
great upholder of rights such as freedom of speech and openness. All the greater the chagrin for him that
he found asignificant amount of hisand the CIA's efforts had to be put into safeguarding the life of the
prez, aman whom he loathed and despised—the man responsible for the crestion of legdly punishable
thought-crimes, the congtruction of "education camps' dl acrossthe land, the further impoverishment and
criminalization of the poorest in society, and much more besides. The man who seemed to be heading
confidently toward afourth term of office thanksto the increasingly obvious manipulation of
computer-recorded votes.

But Alex had done it for one good reason.

Besde the veep, the prez was amoderate.



And Alex had till been doing hisjob right up until the moment that a bomb had exploded insgde Air
Force One, in which he'd been travelling with the prez and the secretary of defense.

Within the CIA we knew exactly who had been responsible for that bomb: the order had issued from the
man who'd started moving his desk toysinto the Oval Office dmost before Air Force One had taken of f
for itsfind flight. But there was no immediate way we could imagine ever being ableto provethisina
court of law or even being permitted to bring it to such acourt. In the era of independent-minded judges
it might have been possible; not today.

I'd inherited Alex's mantle just days before my visit to Tim Hegtherton at his Center for Neuronic
Research—obvioudy an uninformativetitle, for security reasons—and, like Alex, | wastalking tough and
supportivein public whilefollowing my own agendain private and within certain high-level echelons of
the CIA.

Once I'd succeeded in decrypting Alex's find communiqué, much of which concerned fairly sandard
suff, I discovered at the bottom of it afinal enigmatic ingtruction:

Cello—Center for Neuronic Research, Dr. T. Heatherton. Thisis perhaps your most important call of all.
Don't do anything of sgnificance until you've seen him.

That waswhy | was herein Tim Hestherton's office. | was spesking to him with areasonable degree of
freedom because | had with me, despite the frisking, the means to terminate him permanently, should that

prove necessary.

"I'venowish to berude," | said, "but you said we should pitch straight in. Could we put an end to the
'socid niceties,' asyou caled them?”

He gathered himsdlf. " Sure. Sorry—sure. | don't often get the chance just to, you know, talk.”
"Understood.”

Helet out another of those long sighs. The office had no windows; in their place, there was on the wall
behind him a picture dmost large enough to be described as amural and showing abeach that could
have been somewhere in the Caribbean—certainly somewhere along way away from rura New Jersey.

"How much did Alex tell you about our work?!

"Nothing." After amoment's hesitation | told him the story of the brief note at the end of the encrypted
e-mail. "And we have nothing on file about the Center, either,” | added.

"When we started working for you people, we were caled ScanFast,” he said. "Ring abdl|?’

"Yes" | knew the name, anyway. All | could remember wasthat it was one of many companieswed
quietly hired to explore technologies that might be of useto intelligence gathering. Like most of the others,
its researches had proved fruitless, and so after awhile the contract had been cancelled. The only reason
I'd recalled it at al was because of the midword capitalization: ScanFast. So very Spielberg, 1'd thought
a thetime.



| explained.

"Yeah," hesaid, smiling like aschoolboy, "it was adumbass name, dl right. That wasn't the reason it was
changed, though. What we were doingwas ..."

And dowly, ashe spoke, it all began to come back to me.

ScanFast had devel oped atechnique of analyzing the activities of the eectrica pathwaysin the brain.
("Think of it asaseries of very rgpid CAT scans, about athousand per second,” said Tim.) After an
induction period with any particular individua, rather like the induction period required when you first
install new voice-recognition software on apersona puter, ScanFast could derive afairly accurate
representation of what that individua was actudly thinking. (“Infact,” said Tim, "very accurate, but with
Alex's agreement we began to play down theleve of our achievementsabit.")

The CIA had been interested, of course, because of the counterterrorism possibilities. Most terrorists are
fanatics, willing not only to diefor their cause but even to suffer the extremes of pain before doing so. So,
when you capture aterrorist suspect, standard interrogation techniques often produce no results; you
have no way of discovering until later, if at dl, whether the person who died without telling you anything
useful waslying, keeping mum, or even in fact innocent of any involvement.

But if you could read their thoughts ...

"It turned out to be of dmost zero valuein that respect,” said Tim with ashrug. "The problem
is—was—that conscious thoughts, the ones at the forefront of the mind, produce asigna so very much
stronger than the background thoughts that they effectively blot them out entirely. It'sliketrying to hear a
whisper in the front row of ahard-rock concert. The whisper's there, dl right—the sound doesn't just
vanish—but theré's no way of making it out in the midst of the cacophony.”

Another of those schoolboy grins.

"I'm aBach man, mysdf,” hesad. "Anyway, it'snot difficult for terroristss—or anyone else, for that
matter—to train themsalves to focus their concentration on something quite different from the objects of
interest. So precise information about someone's latest lay, or whatever, would come through loud and
clear, but nothing about where the hostages were being kept. We soon found ScanFast wasfar less
effective than traditiona babble-drugs—which were aso alot chegper.”

"And that'swhen we pulled the plug on your contract?'

"That'swhen you seemed to pull the plug,” he corrected. "In fact what happened was that ScanFast
disappeared and the grandly named Center for Neuronic Research popped up in its place.”

"A blue-sky company, asthey say?'

"A blue-sky name," hesaid firmly. "A very read company. Smal, of course. We cut the aff right down
to half adozen, including the pretty dork in Reception—I mean Charles, our esteemed receptionist.”

| grimaced a him.
Tim laughed. "He's gay, anyway, in case you were feding tempted.”

"I'manun,” | said shortly.



"A waste," he murmured. There was nothing objectionable about the comment; histoneturned it into a
courtesy.

"Thank you."

"I'm not sure," he went on, "quite why Alex kept us going. The research we were doing was exciting Stuff,
al right, but it didn't have any obvious military or intelligence gpplications. Later on it was different, of
course.”

My ears pricked up.

"Later on," he said with anod that was only haf at me, "we were engaged to investigate the possibility of
precognitive dreaming. And, later still, Alex was essentidly paying usto keep our mouths shut.”

Beneath the Center there was a very extensive basement—perhaps three times the area of the building's
ground floor. Head-high screens divided it up into twenty or thirty cubicles, like alarge open-plan office.
Each of them, however, contained not adesk and chair but what | eventualy worked out was adeegping
pallet with, perched aboveit, an agglomeration of machinery that looked like a cross between a beauty
sdon hair dryer and a praying mantis. Theroom'swalls and the walls of the cubicleswere coveredin
blood red carpeting materid, the floor in ared so dark it was amost black; even though Tim had
switched on banks of overhead fluorescent lighting, the illumination was strangely muted.

"What we did when we were ScanFast wasn't entirdly fruitless, of course,” Tim said aswerode downin
the devator. "It's thanks to our ScanFast work that there's been such a dramatic improvement in the
treatment of coma patients, for example—now that we know they're dill fully mentaly active. And we
have afar better understanding of the functionings of sociopaths. WWho knows? One day we may be able
tocuretha ... alment.”

He grunted, hisface grim. | knew what was going through his mind without having to make use of a
ScanFast machine. Seria murderers are only one manifestation of sociopathy.

"I'm told great strides are being made in the therapies offered to schizophrenicstoo,” he continued after a
few moments. "And so on."

"That must make you fed good,” | said drily. "To know your work has been of humanitarian benefit.”
Hetook the remark at face value. "It does, it does.”

| was beginning to redlize how much | aready liked thisman—I liked him far better than | liked mysdif, in
fact. He had the looks of a benevolent reggae singer rather than an experimental psychologist, which |
guessed was what he was. Or maybe an electronics engineer, adata analyst, an Al researcher; thelines
between the disciplines were pretty blurred in his case.

"But that'sby theway," he said.

"Precognitive dreams?" | prompted as we waked along an aide that led between the cubicles. Our
footsteps made no sound in the thick pile of the carpet.

"Y eah. If ScanFast wasn't much use for reading anything other than dominant thoughts—conscious
thoughts—well, what about the unconscious thoughts? Might it be that they were of some inherent



interest in themsalves? Course, the trouble was we couldn't listen in on the unconscious thoughtsin the
normal way, because, like | said, they were getting drowned out by the blare of the conscious ones.
Except, there was oneway."

Wed reached the end of the room. Attached to the wall was a piece of apparatus much like those that
crouched over each of the bedsin the cubicles, but this one was much larger. Benesth it was what
reminded me of a movie representation of a psychoandyst's couch: overstuffed brown lesther, sudded
into hexagond sections, kind of expensvely sweaty-looking. Tim patted one of its faux-mahogany
armrests as he gazed expectantly at me.

"Y ou couldn't 'read' them while people were awake,” | said, taking my cue, "but during REM
degp—dreaming—the unconscious mind isalowed freerein.”

"Exactly,” hereplied. He lightly clgpped hishands. "Bravo, Cdlo!"

Thejigsaw piecesdl began to fit together in my mind. There has aways been plenty of anecdotal
evidence about precognitive dreaming, but—as with so much else in the parasciences—at the sametime
there have dways been an overwheming number of good reasons to discount that evidence.

For adart, there's the well-documented phenomenon known as "reading back.” If an eventinred life
reminds you of something that happened to you in adream, your memories of the dream, quite without
any conscious valition on your part, dter themselves so that the dream seems more closely to pardld the
redlity. Quite how much this occurs has been shown through experiments using dream diaries, the
experimental subject is asked, each time he or she wakes from a dream, to write down as much as
possible about it. If, later, the person has an experiencein red life "that wasjust exactly like that dream
of mine," they're asked to go back and ook at the description in the dream diary. And they're dmost
aways astonished by the mismatch between the memory information that's by now lodged securely in
their brain and what they themsdlves wrote down immediately after the dream. The generd reactionis.
"Thediary'sgot it wrong. The dream wasn't likethat at al ..."

Then there's the problem that supposed precognitive dream elements are dways fragmentary, aways
ambiguous, and usudly cloaked in putative symbolism that makes them difficult to interpret. In the wake
of thesnking of the Titanic, for example, there was agreat deal written about the purportedly
precognitive dreams among those on its passenger lis—afew of whom in fact cancelled their voyages.
None of the dream descriptions stated flat out that " The Titanic isgoing to go down™ or anything even
gpproximating that. Some involved shipwrecks; othersinvolved mgor disasters. Alas, mgor disasters
happen in redity with sufficient frequency that any dream of catastrophe is sure to be followed pretty
promptly by some fearful lossof life.

Further, dmost asa corollary: Dreams of disaster are themsalves so frequent that, even if they seem quite
specific, their matching up with area-life event doesn't have much satistica significance. Proper maths
aren't possible, for obvious reasons, but to get anidea: In any given week, at least dozens of people
around the world will have adream in which the Space Shuttle explodes. If, in one of those weeks, there
is a Shuttle disagter, it'll seem to the dreamers concerned asiif they were given aforewarning. But thisis
to discount dl the other "forewarnings," during other weeks, that came to nothing.

Andyet ... and yet ...
The anecdota evidenceis so voluminous and so persstent that it cannot entirely be discounted.

What Alex must have thought was that, by using ScanFast on ahost of experimenta subjects, onewould



not only get far more accurate descriptions of the contents of their dreams than could ever be achieved
through dream diaries but might also be able to detect patternsin the dreams of numerous subjectsthat,
taken together, would comprise asort of early-warning system. If awhole bunch of people suddenly
gtarted having dreams about the Empire State Building being blown up, then it would certainly be worth
increasing security at the Empire State Building, putting out federsto dl theinformersin foreign
intelligence organi zations and the mgjor terrorist groups themselves, and so on.

| could understand entirely how Alex might be drawn to thisnotion.

If, of course, there was anything to the idea of precognitive dreaming at all.

A very big if.

| summarized dl thisto Tim.

"That was more or less exactly the way of it," hereplied. "In effect, the Center for Neuronic Research
became a d egp-research establishment. Alex was able to supply uswith plenty of ‘volunteers from the
education camps—ypeople who were only too happy to come stay here for afew weeks or months,
enjoying better food and with the promise that strings might be pulled to have their ‘education’ declared
‘complete earlier than it might otherwise be"

It was my turnto grin. A typica Alex setup, achieving two things a once: he got asupply of unpaid
experimenta subjectswhile a the sametime herelieved the misery of at least afew of the unfortunates
who'd been dung into the education camps.

"What sort of resultsdid you have?' | said. "Presumably not great, or I'd have heard about them.”

"We discovered nothing useful ... at least, not at first." He sucked in adeep breath through his teeth.
"Look, therésamuch easier way for meto explan dl this"

"Oh?'
"Would you like to experience someone e se's dream?"
"It's possible?!

"Yeah. That'sthe way ScanFast works. It'sadmost the same apparatus, actualy. The devices over
there'—he gestured vaguely toward the cubicles—"detect the patterns of eectrica activity inthe
dreamer'sbrain. Only ardatively smple modification of the apparatusis required to make it induce the
same electrica patternsin someone ese's brain. Same sort of principle asthe eectric generator being just
an dectric motor in reverse. We have al the data from our experiments stored on hard drives here; | can
eadly pick out adream a random from the thousands available and replay it for your benefit."

| wasn't sure liked the idea. There was something pretty creepy about it. Asa professiona spook, I'm
totally accustomed to invading other peopl€e's privacy—I'd not be able to do my job otherwise—but this,
the dreaming of someone else's dream, seemed somehow an invasion of privacy too far. Asif | were ina
way, seding apart of their identity. Cello Prestrantra, soul raper.

Evenso...

"Okay," | sad. "I'll try it. | assumeit'ssafe.”



"Completdy." He patted the couch. ™Y ou might fed alittle nauseous afterwards, because it's sort of like
being on amentd roller coaster. But there are no physical consequences—no hidden brain damage,
anything likethat. And no psychological risks ether, athough I'd not liketo try it mysdlf if I'd just taken a
hit of LSD. Y ou haven't"—amock-serious ook in his eyes—"been dropping acid today, have you?"

| forced asmile and made mysdf comfortable on the couch. The leather smelled of dust and age and
polish, al mixed. Above my head, as| lay flat, the opening of the ScanFast—or whatever the playback
device was caled—Ilooked like the gaping mouth of alamprey; thelack of teeth offered little
consolation.

"And you'e surethis machine can't pull any information out of my brain?' For obvious reasons, this
wasn't anidle question.

"Quitesure," hesaid camly. "If you're worried about it, just focus your mind on something you don't care
about. | told you, your dominant thoughts drown all the others.”

| remembered once reading astory that relied on the fact that, if you're told on no account not to think
about ahorse, the one thing your mind can hardly stop thinking about is horses. But | took his point.

"It'l take me afew minutesto set thisup,” he said, moving out of my view.

"Whose dream will it be?' | said, hoping my nervousness wasn't trandating itsdf into the sound of my
voice.

"I don't know, and | can't know," he said. "It'll be arandom selection—well, reasonably random. We
weeded out al the psychopathic ones, the truly insane ones, the overly violent ones. Then, though we
kept the rest of the dreams, we ... um ... we lost dl our records of the volunteers. Well, Alex lost them
for us"

| grimaced. Homeland Security. The business of losing data permanently had become alucrative one. If
Alex had taken it as his personal responsibility to lose these records, chances were they'd stay
permanently lost. Some of the commercid systems on offe—clandestingly on offer, of course, because
the pendties were severe—werelessreliable.

The lamprey's mouth lit up; alow, dmost gray light. There was alow hum from it. With acresk the
apparatus began dowly to descend toward me. | gripped the sides of the couch tightly. Thiswas
suddenly too much like avigt to the dentist. All my primitive ingtincts—the ones my reptile ancestors had
learned—weretdling meto bolt. Irrdlevantly, | found mysdf wondering if my skirt wereriding too high
up on my legs, making me appear less dignified than a DDO should be. | unpeeled ahand from the edge
of the couch and checked.

Oh hell, he's not going to jump me, for chrissakes. He's got a photo of hiswife and kidsin his
office. Yeah, and some guarantee that can be ...

The mouth paused an inch or two above my face.
"Youll find it eesier if you shut your eyes" said Tim. "Thetrangtion, | mean.”

Swalowing my fears, | shut the world out of my consciousness.



"Ready?' he said from amillion years away.
"Get onwith it before | change my mind."
A low murmur of sympathetic laugh—

you are watching the pirates you are among the pirates they are shouting and singing "boil her in
oil boil her in oil" you are one of the pirates you are their victim they are seizing you hands
between thighs rich brown glow of the smouldering oil you are being held above it the cathedral is
on the horizon a distant speck you walk toward it and already you are there and you're naked
with the tall guy at the newsstand on the short grassin front of the cathedral one of the
gravestones has fallen over you're opening your thighs for himand for his erection you know it's
enormous but you can't see it however much you look for it he's lost his erection somewhere but
it'sinside you and he's moving it back and forth and your legs are curling around him and you're
among the fluffy gray clouds bouncing from one to the next of them as you couple only he's gone
now and you think he might have vanished inside you the same as his erection did only the skies
are pulling open like the shell of a lobster to reveal all the steaming glory of heaven and the air's
full of celestial musical instruments which are like harps and flutes and they're playing that stupid
jingle from the recruitment ads on TV you can never get it out of your head and your mother's
very angry with you for showing your open crotch to God and you try to cover it up as much as
you can but your hands won't do what you tell them to do and now they're flying away through
the pillows of the clouds like cumber some lopsided birds and your arms have become wings but
however hard you flap them they won't hold you up in the air because of the weight of the
newsstand guy's erection pulling you down but that's all right because now you're a telephone
ringing and ringing but no one ever comes to answer and you know the only words you'll ever
speak again are the words of other people but the message is so urgent and the world has to know
about it but you can't pass on the message if no one answer s the phone which is on the sidewalk
on 41« Street just outside the kosher deli and it's ringing as you climb out of the taxi except your
dress has stayed behind stuck to the seat because of the heat of the driver when he was beating
his meat to make himself complete which is why you're climbing out of the car when you really
wanted to go to Lincoln Center getting out of the car getting out of the cat the cat you've not seen
since he was run over by a Harley fourteen years ago it's good to see he's alive and well even
though he's grown a lot so he can hardly squeeze his marmal ade sides between the buildings and

"Not much of great use to awould-be predictor of the future, as1'm sure you'll agree," Tim was saying
sardonicdly. "Herésabag, if you need it.”

| grabbed the bag from him and put my mouth over it. My stomach tried to decant its contents, but | kept
my throat clamped shut. My chest and shoulder blades ached as | fought the heaves.

Findly I looked up a him, my wet eyes making him into adarker smudge against the distant red wall. For
amoment that seemed more in keeping with my—someone's—dream than the red world. The transent
images had been so bright, the emotions so powerful, asif theréd been nothing to insulate me from
them. And maybe that was what had really happened: decades of sdlf-education shielded me from thefull
force of my thoughts, but when | was unconscious, when the me was no longer in control, | had no such
protection. | felt asif I'd casudly drunk down abig gulp of what I'd thought was cold water, not thinking
about the action, and poured concentrated sulphuric acid into my mouth instead. My mind was burning,
bleeding, raw.

| tried to make ajoke of it.



"Tenminutesof that and | think the most obdurate terrorist would be begging to confess.”

"You'd be surprised,” he said quietly. "Some of the people who've dreamed other people's dreams
actudly like it. It could get addictive.

| gulped air. "Not me." My throat hurt like hdll. "Have you got adrink of water ...7"

| half expected to smell acid when he held a paper cup to my lips, but it was just water. Cold water that
tasted of nothing worse than aplagtic container. | drank it eagerly, and he fetched another cupful, which |
spped a more dowly, stting on the edge of the couch, my unshod feet dangling above the carpeted
floor.

"Well," he said after what seemed like quite along while, "'now you know whét it'slike to beinside
someone el sg's unconscious mind. Inside your own unconscious mind, come to that, because there's not
ahuge generic difference in dreaming from one person to another, except a the psychological extremes.”

I'd been just about to say that the person who'd had that dream must have been truly insane. Now |
redized some of its elements had seemed familiar to me asI'd emerged fromiit. Y es, hewasright. My
own dreamsweren't o very different.

| shook my heed, trying to clear it. | ftill couldn't rid myself of the fedling that the dream had been redler
than redlity. What wasit Chuang-tzu had said? "I do not know if | was aman dreaming | was a butterfly
or abutterfly dreaming | was aman"? Something like that. He'd added that " between Chuang-tzu and the
butterfly there must be some ditinction”; right at the moment, | wasfinding it hard to work out where the
digtinction was between mysdf and my butterfly.

Between mysdf and someone else's butterfly.

"Thisisdl ... very confusing,” | sad.

Tim put hishand on my shoulder. "It'sthat way for everybody, first timethey doit.”

His voice wasintentionaly comforting, which meant it was hardly any comfort to meat al.
"l don't think I'm game for asecond time," | muttered.

"WEéll wait awnhile before we try the next thing," he responded, planting himsalf down on the couch
beside me.

| wished he hadn't done that—I wished he hadn't put himsalf so close to me. The cotton of my short
summer skirt wasn't quite touching the denim of hisjeans, but | could fed the pressure of hisflesh
anyway. The dream had filled me up with undiluted emotions—fear, saf-doubt, uncertainty, dread, guilt,
lus—and none of them had fully abated. I'd not been lying when I'd told Tim | was likeanun. | hadn't
had sex in deven years, not since Alex and | had decided to terminate our liaison, a somewhat degrading
matter of lies and furtively double-booked hotel rooms; after we'd finished it, | hadn't needed or wanted
sex. I'd never been terribly good at it—never able wholly to abandon mysdlf intoit. Not likein the
dream. In the dream I'd been on the brink of orgasm, and | hadn't cared if God and my mother both
were watching. And now there was enough of that lust Ieft that | was within an iota.of ripping off Tim's
clothes and mine and straddling him where he sat. | felt asif there were aweight in my womb.

... the weight of the newsstand guy's erection ...



Not that. Just near-uncontrollable horniness.
"| think | should have another cup of water," | said hoarsely.
Mercifully, he stood up to go fetchit.

Ashedid so, | felt my self beginning to take full control of me again. The naked fedings weren't being
banished, exactly; just suppressed by my returning intellect.

Whoever had dreamt that dream originally had been awoman, like mysdf. There could hardly be any
doubt about it, could there?Y es, maybe people could dream themsalves into being of the opposite sex,
but surdly only awoman who'd had sex with aman could fed everything I'd felt ...

Which of course led me on to wonder what it'd be like sharing aman's sex dream. Having a hard cock
and ...

Y eah, | could understand how some people found this hijacking of dreams addictive. A few moments
ago my psyche had fdlt asif someone had been ransacking it with a chain saw; now | was becoming
redlly quite serioudy interested in repeating the experiment.

No, Cello. No.
My inner censor was right. Insde my mind there were dangerous terrains | had no wish to revist.

Tim must have had to open anew bottle of water, because it took him longer thistimeto fetchmea
cupful of it. The heat had gone from my chest and cheeks by the time hereturned. Oh Jesus, he
probably saw the flush ...

| tried to take command of the conversation.

"Asyou say, al of thisisinteresting, but usdless” | said. "What did Alex seein it? Why did he want you
to pursue your research? What did he think wasin it for us?'

Tim sat down beside me again. Thistime his presence wasn't unsattling.

"A dream likethat," hesaid, "and I'm assuming it was afairly typica one, doesn't seem to show any Sgns
of usableinformation content at al. Oh, sure, I'll bet it'd give a psychoandy4 fits of delight—thered have
beeninformationin that sense. But nothing anyone e se could make use of. No data. Certainly nothing
that could give us clues about future events—or distant ones ether, becauseinitialy wewerealmost as
interested in clairvoyant dreams as we were in precognitive ones. People like Ingo Swann and G. M.
Glaskin wrote about dream experiences that seemed to be showing scenes and events in other parts of
the world, or even on other worlds. We think"—he gestured to show he was making an asde—"we
think what happened in Swann'singtance, fairly definitely, wasthat his unconscious was particularly adept
at the reading-back trick."

"It'd have had to be very adept to get anything out of the mishmash | just experienced,” | said, mustering
agrin. "How long was |, um, 'under,’ by the way?"

"Eleven or tweve seconds.”



"What?"

"Yeah, it dwaysfedslikealot longer. Anyway, wherewas|? Oh. Yes. Wdll, you said it yoursdf. Unless
you're alucid dreamer—or, even better but also even rarer, a controlled lucid dreamer—that's basicaly
what al your dreams arelike. A mess. A rapid succession of images and emotionsthat don't make any
sense when they're al strung together and which, even taken individualy, gill probably don't make any
sense”

"It was Alex who gave ustheinsght.” Tim stood again and walked across to the nearest cubicle. He
turned in my direction, leaning hisback againgt its blood red wall. His dreadlocks fdll forward over his
face so that when he spoke, because of the curioudy flat acoustics of the place, hisvoice could have
been coming from somewhere e se entirdly.

"When you listen to the radio, what you're wanting to hear isthe main sgna—the piece of music, the
speaking voice, whatever. Theresdwaysabit of noise, of course, that you hear in addition to that: sgna
hiss and that sort of thing. Everyone—the radio station, the radio manufacturer, you aslistener with your
finger on the tuning knob—conspiresto try to reduce that level of unwanted noise as much as possible.
Thetrouble with an individua dream, like the one you just experienced, isthat it'svirtudly all noise.
There could beamain sgnd in there, agenuineinformationa content, but it's such asmall component of
thewhole that it'simpossible to pick it out among the Satic. It's like your radio was giving you something
that sounded like just white noise. Y ou can't get anywhere by trying to tune it one way or the other,
because you've no ideawhat it isyou're looking for."

| took another gip of water. "Which iswhy you get the phenomenon of reading back."
Tim grinned, looking more than ever like a schoolboy. He nodded, encouraging me to keep speaking.

"When you listen to white noise," | said, "you can hear whatever you want init. Think of afavorite piece
of music, and that'swhat you'll start hearing in among al the hiss. Think about a dream afterward, and
you can make whatever story you want to out of al the scrambled story lements. What you're doing in
both casesis making sense out of something that doesn't have any. It'saquality wired into our brains,
and mogt of thetimeit'sredly hdpful.”

| hesitated, waving my free hand in the air to indicate not just the cavernous chamber around us, not just
the Structures above us, but everything beyond those. "We look at a universe that's mainly chaotic, and
we're ableto isolate the dements of it that make senseto us until weve built up logica strings; and
eventualy we can link up some of thelogica strings with others until we get anetwork that explainsa
part of what we're seeing.”

"Wetdl the universgs story," he summarized, still nodding. " Sometimes we get the story completely
wrong for awhile—we produce complexes of those ... What wasit you called them? Oh yesh, 'logical
strings." We produce bits of false story. They seem okay on their own, smaller scale, like theideathat
God made everything in just afew days severa thousand years ago, but then the self-correcting part of
the process comesin, because those complexes don't match up at al with the other complexesweve
congtructed. It'slike you'd dung arandom chapter from a Jane Austen nove into the middle of a Jules
Verne adventure. It soon becomes very obviousindeed that it belongsto adifferent story."

We were batting the line of thought back and forth between us now. "Except that in adream,” | said,
"there is no main toryline. Each of the complexes we construct when we think about the dreamisas



vaid asthe next one"

He held up afinger, reminding me he was the schoolmaster and | was merely the bright student. "But
that's only the case with an individual dream,” he said. "We were prepared to accept that thiswas all
there was, but then Alex stepped in, as | told you. He asked us the question: What if there are
componentsin dreamsthat aren't completely random? What if there isamain sorylinein there
somewhere? If that'sthe casg, it'sgoing to turn up in other dreamers dreams aswell. While we mightn't
be able to separate it out from a single dream, we might be able to detect it asacommon factor ina
whole bunch of different dreams.”

| made to speak, but he gestured | should keep silent while | digested the implications of what held just
sad. Timefor the sudent body to stop making its precocious contributions and start reflecting on what
wiser, more experienced heads had already worked out. | swung myself up on the couch and, hands on
my gingham-covered knees, stared past the bright colors of my skirt to the drabness of the floor, using it
asablank blackboard onto which | could chalk my thoughts.

"S0," | said dowly, "what you could do is play the whole bank of dreamsyou've got here at once and
hope the common e ements would sort of reinforce each other until you could pick them out against the
randomness. Sort of like they were making the dark fringesin an interference pattern. Then you could,
well, sort of ..."

Tim snapped hisfingersto make me glance up a him. "A lot of 'sorts ofs in there, but that's the genera
idea”

"But it'snot assmple asthat?

"Too right." He chuckled. Using his assto shove himsdlf away from thewall, he strolled back to rest his
forearm on the lamprey again. "'l can give you thelong, technica explanation or ... well, you've aready
given yourself the short one designed for the layperson. Choosing at random, we boost some of the
shared dementsin afew thousand dreams and seeif theresult is, uh, coherent and meaningful when we
play them all together. Once in athousand times or so we get some coherence; most of the time, though,
the meaningfulness scoreislow or zero. Oh, meaningful to the dreamers, of course. But not useful.
Sometimes dangerous too. We accidentaly boost one of the strands relating to the deeper shared human
sexual impulses and someone experiences the playback, we got trouble." Hisface had lost its grinning.
"Two heart attacks, three peoplein terminal psychiatric care. | suppose the scoreisn't bad by
government standards. And, anyway, the subjects we played the composites to were from the education
camps, just like the dreamers, so maybe we did them afavor."

| took ahand of hisin both of mine. He flinched briefly, asif he misinterpreted my gesture, then relaxed
agan. "By the sde of some of the other things going on these days," | said in avery low voice, watching
my breath disturb the smdl hairs on hisarm and then looking up into his eyes, "that's nothing.”

He shrugged, withdrawing the hand, seeming to shiver. "Y eah. Doesn't makeit any easer to live with
though." Then he brightened. "Buit it hasn't happened too often, now we understand better what's going
on. We can block out the stuff that drives people crazy, or at least damp it down.”

"Whichis?" | dill held hiseyeswith my gaze. They were brown and soft and had very beautiful depths.
Under other circumstances ...

He moved away from the lamprey a couple of pacesto stand with his back to me. "Some of the other
common strands we've been able to boost out of the noise obscurity have been very valuable—vauable



enough to more than pay for thisingallation. There have been afew minor advancesin science and
technol ogy—not just in psychol ogy—thanks to work done at the Center for Neuronic Research. There
have been certain knotty little problems our dreaming psyches have worked out that had proved
intractable to our rationa consciousness. | can't talk too much about this stuff. Most of it's classified. That
probably wouldn't cause any problems, you being the DDO and dl, but there might be something even
you aren't supposed to hear."

| tried not to look as surprised as| felt. If there were things Tim wasn't sure | should know about, that
meant he hadn't told them to Alex either, even though Alex was basicdly this place's sponsor. |
wondered if Alex knew.

Timwasdill talking. "Let'sjust say that afew of our spysats are abit more effective than otherwise
they'd have been, thingslike that." He blew out along gust of bregth. "But none of thisistheredly
important materid.”

And now it seemed asif every cdl in my body was devoting its attention to him. Y eah?'

"It turns out we've been making a couple of redly fundamental mistakes when weve been reading the
universe. Oh, sure, we've been linking up al those complexes of logica stringsjust about right, and the
story we've made out of them has been consi stent—no Austen/V erne clashes—but it just happens, more
by lousy luck than anything else, to have been the wrong story.”

Helaughed, abrief bark that had no humor init. "In acentury or afew centuries, the physicistsswould
have found out about it, doing things the long, rational, [aborious way. What we got out of our dream
assemblages short-circuited the whole process a bit though. No wonder. Dreamers have an uninterrupted
feed from the first-hand source of the information. They're not pussyfooting around trying to describe dl
the phenomena associated with it without redlizing it's actudly there. They've been spokento by it

direct.”

"Tim, | don't have thefirst ideawhat you're talking about. Y ou folks discovered God, or something?’

"In away—arather mideading way—you could say that."

"Huh?'

There was a silence between us as profound as one of those you sometimes get at anoisy party, when
for no gpparent reason everyone suddenly driesup dl a the sametime. Usually, at the party, the sllence
isput therefor thelocd ditz-head to pop some monumental indiscretion into it, so that the whole room
discovers Aliceis deeping with Jennifer's husband, or even with Jennifer. Here we didn't have a ditz-head
to perform that useful function, so the sllence just extended.

It was broken by Tim going abruptly into frenetic motion. He was back beside the lamprey without my
redlly having noticed how held got there, and his splayed hand was between my breasts, pushing me

back down onto the couch. Now it was my turn to misunderstand what he was doing, or wanted to do.

"But what about Natasha?' | said, knowing even before the words were out of my mouth that there
wasn't any need at dl to stop himin histracks.

He paused, eyes narrowing. "What's my wife got to do with this? How'd you even know her name?”

| giggled. Under the circumstances it was the best thing | could have done. Helooked down at his hand,



planted, fingers wide, on my chest, tautening the material of my dress over my breadts, and hisface
flushed even darker as he dropped hisarm to hisside.

"l,uh,ah..."

"It'sokay,” | said, swinging my legs up onto the couch. "My fault. | just ..." | tried to makelight of it.
"Say, if we as a species can be reading the whole of the universe wrong, seems not too bad if | just this
once manageto misreed ..."

| was making it worse.
"Ohshit," | said. "I'm sorry, okay?"

"Don't worry," he responded, his attention aready having shifted awvay from me. He was punching keys
on the side of the lamprey now. | wondered if he called it the lamprey aswell, or if it was only mewho'd
seen the resemblance. "I'm just reprogramming the activator, teling it to read adifferent type of file.
Imagine you were running Windows on your puter and you wanted to shift from looking at jay-pegsto
ligening toaWAYV file. Same sort of thing. I'm caling up amore appropriate software suite.”

Weadll have our own techniques of getting over embarrassng moments. Minewasto try and joke my
way out of it. Hiswasto concentrate on telling me minutiag, so that we returned to the
school teacher-student relationship again.

"You'l find the experience very different thistime," he added, "which'll probably come asagrest relief to
you."

He grinned down at me. His technique had worked better than mine.

| smiled back, probably alittle weakly. I'd been bracing mysdlf for arepest of the last dream-replay
episode, only cruelly amplified. Not hard to see how people's minds could have been wrecked, if the
early experiments had been like that.

"Now just relax yourself again, Cello. Like before, itll be easier if you close your eyes.”

| shut my eyes, becoming the student in obedience mode. | felt the mouth of the lamprey swimming
toward me....

Thelast time, I'd been plunged straight into an dien territory that was dien partly because made up of a
complete confusion of thoughts and images, partly because it belonged in somebody ese's mind. Who
was it who said that other peoplée's thoughts are the most incomprehensibly strange world of al?

Thistime, when | surrendered mysdf into the jaws of Tim Heatherton's device, there was no confusion at
al. Everything was completely clear, completdly smple, completely stark. Y et it was even more dien.
The ideas themselves were too smple, in away, even to be able to generate words or visual images,
both of which are quite complex information conveyors even when broken down to their basics, but the
mind that was having those ideaswas, | wasingtantly aware, not a human one. It wasthinking an
enormous matrix of thought—a matrix far too big for meto be able to identify dl the patternsthat had
amultaneoudy formediniit. | was ableto follow only the smple pattern that my human intellect could
rationdize into human terms. Y et that didn't matter too much. It was asif | were analyzing afragment
broken off ahologram: | wasn't seeing the picture as clearly as| should be ableto, but | was seeing the
whole picture nonetheless. Or, in terms of what | was experiencing, | wasn't having the thoughts as, well,



loud asthey should be, and the sharper edges of them had been blurred off, but | was having all of the
thoughts.

And what | saw was ...

No, "saw" isthe wrong word, because | wasn't seeing anything. The thoughts were abstracts. They didn't
relate into examples drawn from the physical, tangible world.

Okay, what | understood, then, wasthis:

Thefundamenta building block of lifein the universeislondiness Y es, the universeis swarming with
sentient species, but were done among them and ever more shall be. And they're one among each
other. The way that the universe worksisthat no two sentient species shdl ever encounter each other, or
ever be made aware that the numberless others exist. The universe wasn't designed to accommodate life,
gl lessto countenance intdlligent life. Human scientists have speculated about how the fundamenta
physica laws of the universe just happen to be tailor-made so that the emergence of lifeisinevitable and
have built onto that somewhat shaky axiom the notion that our universeis only one of an infinitely long
sequence of universes, in dmost al of which the circumstancesfor life just don't arise. The opposing idea,
that our universe was designed to make us happen, is of course unpal atable except to the atavists who
make up 99 percent of the human species, the god-believers, the god-lovers, the primitives who are used
as cattle by therest of us.

All very logicd sofar. All very human.
All very wrong.
The truth of the matter isthat the physical laws of the universe preclude life.

But life happened anyway, as aresult of later tinkering with the universe by another hand. An
irresponsible hand.

(My hand.)

This hand that was—is—too weak to modify the laws of the universe so that they could take our
exigience into account. Ideally they would be bent a bit so that life could integrate with the rest of the
universe, but the hand is powerless to bring that about. Instead the universe's underpinning parameters
amply ignore the sentient life that has been grafted onto the construction they support. And because the
physical laws cannot accommodate our existence, thereis no structure in place in the universeto alow
for interactions between the different species. Interaction being prohibited by the lack of amechanismto
effect it, the laws of the universe keep the species eternally apart in order to prevent a paradox.

It'sadmogt asif the universe were conspiring to keep the members of the svarm of sentient lifeforms
isolated from each other, but that isn't the way the "arrow of conspiracy” ispointing a dl. Itd require a
conspiracy to bring two independently evolved species together, a conspiracy to subvert the fundamental
laws of the universe. And, because dl of the species are by definition within the universe, theres no way
such aconspiracy can ever be mounted. A consequence of Godd's Theorem isthat, if theré'sno "outside
the systlem™ alogica network can draw upon, thelogical network cannot affect the system asawhole.

Conversdly, if the wallsthat isolate the different species were nevertheless somehow to be brought
tumbling down, then the laws of the universe themsalves would have to dter to compensate, which would
mean that everything else would instantly Iapse into chaos. Dimensions would be jumbled together, the



forcesthat attract and repel components of the universe just right to keep them in the proper relation to
each other would break apart, the delicate ba ance between energy and space and time would be
shattered. That sort of thing.

The universe can tolerate its having been infected by life only if itsimmune system isin aconstant state of
aert to keep the diverse species separate.

And it doesthis, in part, by ensuring that were al, dways, in amess.

We can look around humanity today and see the shamblesit is but nevertheess cheer ourselves by saying
thisisjust atrandtiond stage—that the whole of human history isatransitiona stage leading toward some
bright new tomorrow when everything will be better. But that isn't going to happen. Because we can
never interact with other species, theré'satight limit to the amount we can develop, and we're
aways—aways have been—fairly closeto that limit. To be parochid, the veep and before him the prez
may have made Hell the common currency of this nation, and thereby of the world; but they're only the
latest in along line of Hell-bringers. Every time the human species haslooked asif it might bresk its
current bounds, might not just approach the limit but possibly, just possibly, be able to peer beyond it,
there's been a Hdll-bringer waiting ready to bring an iron-soled boot stamping down to crush the groping
fingers of the venture.

And that'sjust astrue for the ether-breathing purple-tentacled beings of Sirius X, or the aguatic
monocd lular intelligences of the perky little seventh planet of Aldebaran B, or
whatever-the-fuck-else-civilizations the sci-fi writerslike to imagine.

For dl of the universe's countless species, there will aways be that slamping boot. That's how the laws of
the universe must have it. There's nothing we can do to change that. Our fantasies of making an overdl
improvement to the condition of human life, so that somehow "things' will be better tomorrow, arejust
that: fantasies. We say that life isthe only dement present in the universe that's capable of reversing
entropy, of creating order out of chaos—"making things better"—but that's not redlly true. What'sredlly
the caseisthat life can, to an extent, slamp its own rules onto a very different rule system, the rule system
that keeps the universe functioning. But that extent is very limited; if wetry to do it too much, the universe
intervenesto stop us.

Because we're not supposed to be here.

We're only here because some meddler came along and saw the perfectly complete universeasa
playground.

So it created playthings.

Us.

"Jeez!" | said, incgpable of doing anything more, everything floating around me as my mind tried
smultaneoudy to bring itsalf back into redity and cling to what it had been thinking—or, rather, to the
thoughtsit had been housing.

There was awarmth on my arm—Tim Heatherton's comforting hand—and | used it asafocusto red
myself back into the world, back into the Center for Neuronic Research's [ab.

Redity floundered around mefor along while before it stabilized itself. Whenit did, | found | was looking
into those soft eyes of hisagain. Thistime | saw sympathy there. A whole cosmos of sympathy.



For many minutes| didn't try to move, to spesk.

Then | sad, "That'sjust afiction, right?"

"No." Any further syllable would have been superfluous. He knew | knew it wasn't any fiction.

"So the god-lovers have been right al aong?'

Again he shook hishead. "No."

"That wasn't God | was ... being?'

Helet go of my arm. "Sit up if you can.”

| managed it—woozily, but managed it. " Spill."

"We cdll that entity 'Q," he said. "Y ou know, areference to the unknown anonymous originator of the
first three Christian gospels.” He gave a chuckle that sounded like it had been produced by the voice that

tellsyou you've got email.

"It doesn't matter what God is called,” | burst out. "He's got nine billion names, hasn't he? I'm sure you
could find 'Q' on the list somewhere."

Thistime when he shook his head it was vehement. | wastalking shit.

"God's the guy the holies reckon created the universe, crested life, created humankind in hisimage,
guides uson our path, answers our prayers ... Y ou know the whole gamut of the myth aswell as1 do. Q
has none of those attributes. Y ou must have understood it for yoursdlf. Q didn't redlly create anything. Q
just encountered a universe that was complete and perfect the way it was and fucked around with it."
"Youcdl it fucking around, | call it cresting life—intdligent life."

"No, Q didn't do that. Hasn't done. Couldn't.”

"But that'swhat [—"

"No, | tdl you. That'sonly what Q thinks he did. He thinks he's got the attributes of God."

lllHe?ll

His face creased with an old, oft-repeated exasperation. "It. We've just found it easier to call Q 'he,
right? Otherwise wetie oursalvesin grammatica knotswhen wetry totalk about him ... it."

| shrugged acquiesence. "' Okay, 'him.' But that's not the concern. According to Q—and who should
know better than Q?—he creeted life, even though it was only asthe sort of scum on the surface of a
crystal-clear pond.” | tugged the back of one hand between two fingers of the other to make alittle peak
of flesh, so that Tim could seetheredity of aliving organism in front of him. "That makes him pretty much
the same as God, in my book."

Timwatched as| let the skin subsde. My fingernails had left two little pink marks that quickly began to



fade.
"Q'sgood at thet," he said quietly. "Consstency.”
| snorted.

"You see, Q'sin denid about what weredly are," he continued, disregarding me, "which meanswe're
necessarily in denida about it too. Which is probably agood thing.”

"Youretdkinginriddlesagan."

He put ahand on the pand at the side of the lamprey's mouth. "1t'd dl be so much easier if I—"
| looked at my watch. "Time's passing. Just tdl me."

"Thisisthe quicker way of doing it," he sad, tapping the device with hisfingertips.

My shoulders dumped. "Okay, | admit it. I'm not sure | could take another dose of that—not so soon
after last time. Okay?"

Hewasimmediately gpologetic. "I'm sorry. | should have thought of that. Y ou've aready taken more of
this'—he patted the lamprey again—"in a.couple of hours than most people can takein aweek. I'll try to
explaintherest asbest | can. It'sjust knowing whereto art isthe problem ..."

"Y ou said we were 'necessarily’ in denia about things because Q is,” | prompted. "That'd be asgood a
placeasany."

Hedrew himsdf upright. "Y eah. Okay." | could see him marshalling histhoughts. "I've got to give you the
results of at least a dozen renderings here. I'll do my best. Whatever redlity we possess—"

| put both hands up asif | were trying to stop an onrushing juggernaut. "Whoa, there!”

Thistime he chose to contradict. "Bear with me, or we're never going to get anywhere" he said. "Just live
with thefact that I'll be tdlling you thingsin the wrong order—there is no right order, you see."

"Be okay with you if | recorded this, then? So's| can make sense of it later.” | groped around on the
floor for where I'd dropped my bag. | found it and dug out my hand-held recorder.

"Don't seewhy not," he said, watching me.
"Y our guy took my took my only cassette. Y ou got one | could bum?"

Tim raised an eyebrow. "A cassette? 1'd have thought the CIA would be into more sophisticated
technology than that. A digita voice recorder, like."

"The old technology is more secure,” | explained. " Stick amagnetic tape on afire and there's no chance
of anyone ever being ableto get any datafrom it ever again. And the recorder itsdlf retains nothing.
Something integrd likeaDVR though ... it'smoredifficult to make sure they're completely clean. You
need afurnace. Can be hard to find afurnace when you want one.”

He shrugged. "Y ou're the expert. | live and learn. Thanksfor the lesson.”



Timwalked acrossto one of thelittle utilitarian desks that dotted this hangar of aroom and opened a
drawer. "Here," he said, coming back toward me and tossing the cassette my way.

"Right," | said. "We're thinking the same thoughts as Q, you were saying." 1'd been putting afew twos
together to make afew fours—and fives—while held been fetching the cassette. "I can understand that
part of it. Otherwise this sort of collective dreaming mind of ourswouldn't be dl telling the same
story—the individua contributions wouldn't be coming together to render up the Q-consciousness. That
fits. What | can't understand isthe why of it."

| pressed the Record button and held the recorder out in hisdirection. | could fed thelittle whedlsturning
inddeit.

"You've got it near enough,” he acknowledged, dropping down on the couch beside me again and then
immediatdly standing up and beginning to pace. "'Tdling the same ory,' you said, and that's kind of the
crux of it. You see, the only status we havein reglity—the universe's redlity, not the composite redity we
construct through our perceptions—isthat we're al elements of the story Q isreading. One of the stories,
at least. When Q first encountered the universe there weren't any stories going on in it—it had no need
for sories, being just finetheway it was. But Q is, to rely on agross smplification for just amoment, a
mester storyteller. He likes Sories. They entertain him. So he invented awhole bunch of them that he
could tell, that he could write down using the universe as his blank sheet of paper.”

| stared at him, incredulous. ™Y ou mean—what you're trying to tell meisweredl just charactersina
gtory someone's making up?'

"That'sit as near as dammit, yes." He stopped pacing, looked at the little round microphone on my
recorder asif it had been it, not me, that had asked him the question. Then he was moving again. "Q saw
the universe asa playground, like | said, but it was a pretty boring playground because nothing was going
oninit. So he populated it with stories—thousands and millions and billions of stories. What wed say is
that he created life, sentient life, on dl the planetsin the universe he found that could possibly maintain it,
but that's only the way our mindsrationalizeit. Q's not capable of creating life—he's not capable of
creating anything that impinges on the physical redity of the universe. All he can dois create Stories, and,
conscioudy, not even the full stories—just their beginnings. Then he becomes a spectator, watching as
the storiestell themselves. | said amoment ago you could think of him as amaster Soryteller, but he's
not redly that at dl. If hesameagter of anything, it's of being an audience. Just like we read storiesinto
the universe, deceiving oursalvesthat it's the universe telling the storieswhen redlly, for the most part,
what's happening is that were selectively picking out from the random background supposedly
conceptud strings that seem to make sense according to our own rules of logic—just in that same way,
Q getsthings started and then follows where the strings lead. HeE's projecting his perceptions onto the
universe and seeing what storiesfal out of the randomness. It's not randomness at dl, of course: it's
ordered by the laws of the physical universe. But those laws are so divorced from the logical system
underpinning Q's own ability to conceptualize—and ours—that what they generate might aswell be
random.”

"Then how do we know they exist at dl?' | said, turning the mike briefly toward mysdlf. "How does Q
know?'

"He doesn't," said Tim, telling me with his body language that this was an aside before the main brunt of
hisreply. "That's part of hisdenid. Asfor us? We know they exist because ... well, you've heard music
from other human cultures, right?"



"Right," | said, baffled.

"It sounds pretty strange to your American-educated ears, your Western-culture-educated ears. The
progressions and intervas are al wrong. It can even sound less like music to us than like a somewhat
unplessant caterwaul. Most peoplein this country have difficulty listening to Chinese classcal music for
very long, and, hoo boy, just wait 'til you try the stuff from Thailand." A smile broke the earnestness of his
face so briefly | wasn't sure it had been there at al. "Now imagine you were treated to a burst of the
music created by beings from Altair, or wherever. 1t'd probably not sound likemusic at al to you, just a
cacophony. Itsruleswould be entirely different. But you'd still know it was music, whatever your ears
weretelling you. You'd il know the music was there, even though al you heard was a seemingly
random collection of noises.”

"I'd know therewererules,” | said, "evenif | might never be able to understand what the rules
were—even if the nature of my own perception made it impossible for me ever to be ableto grasp the
rules”

"Good to see our new deputy director of operationsis even brighter than the old one," said Tim, looking
a mewith afresh degree of respect. "It took Alex along whileto work that part out. Or maybe," he
added, presumably bdlieving he was deflating me, "I've just learned to tell it better.”

"Doesn't matter,” | said. | wasn't into games like that. | was surprised, and a bit disappointed, that he
was.

But wasn't | setting my expectations too high? Tim Heatherton, me, everybody e se—wewereall merely
story elements. It was no wonder the dreamers were echoing Q's thoughts, no wonder we dl of usdid.
Wewerejust invented characters playing our partsin afiction Q had initiated to sop himsdlf from getting
bored. Wewerelogica developmentsfrom aninitia set of circumstances Q had set up, so he could
watch what happened next. They say that all the characters an author invents for the stories ghetellsare
merely different facets of the author: they are the author, whether the author likesto admit it or not.
Authors can't readly create new characters. All they can dois collect up afew of their own attributes, give
the collection aname, and say it's a person. Our thoughts echoed Q's thoughts because they were Q's
thoughts. Hell, we were just Q's thoughts. | was back with the busted hologram again. | waslike ashard
of ahologram. Pick me up and look at me and what you saw was afuzzy, dim, blurred, out-of-focus Q.

And the same went for everyone.

| looked at the back of the hand holding out the little recorder for Tim. Tiny markswere ill visble where
I'd pinched the flesh. It sure didn't feel asif | werejust athought. Try as| might, | couldn't perceive
myself assuch.

But then, | wastrying to do the perceiving through the medium of a human mind, which wasn't designed
for thetask. It's hardwired wrongly for it. The human mind islike one of those stupid robots that's okay
for thetasksit was built for but usdessfor anything e se—itslimitations so smdl it can't even concelve
anything might exist beyond its selected group of chores. But then, the human mindisan echo of ...

| made adecision.

"ThisQ of yours," | said to Heatherton, my voice sounding dmost defiant in my ears, "he's pretty dumb,
isnt he?'

Heatherton's eyebrows rose, and he looked irritated. | could tell he'd not expected meto get to this



conclusion until he'd told me. The bright student had outflanked the patient instructor again. No doubt I'd
missed alot of linksin the chain, but I'd got there.

"You'reright," he said. Then he heaved another of thoselong, expressive sighs of his—those sighsthat
imparted more than could amultitude of words. Hiswhole body, which I'd thought had been fairly
relaxed when I'd first met him, now showed me I'd been wrong. A grest burden had been lifted from his
shoulders, not because of anything 1'd said but because of the thoughts my mind was racing ahead to
encompass. He knew | had to be having those thoughts. He was just a different shard broken off the
same hologram, after dl.

And there was another reason the weight had been lifted from him.

"That's not just atape recorder you're holding, isit?'

"No," | sad. "Itisn't."

Helooked at the little round hole that functioned as amicrophone.

"It does actually record aswell," | reassured him. ™Y ou've not been wasting your breath. What you've
been saying isdl on thetape.”

"And what'll you do with the tape?’

"Put it in avault, maybe. Somewhere deep inside Langley where no onelll ever come acrossit by
accident and play it."

"Why not just destroy it?" hesaid. "Burn it?"

"I'm not sure,” | confessed. "I just can't do that, for some reason. Information once gathered should never
be los—something like that.”

"But you're going to make sureit is, just assurely asif you'd burned the tape.”

| smiled a him. | liked him, liked him alot, even though held irritated me once or twice when hedd gone
into his patronizing-schoolteacher mode. "Who said Q was logica ?'

| moved my thumb onto the little machine's Pause button.

"Alex wouldn't have donethis, Cello. He knew dl about us, and about Q, and ..."

"Wrong," | said. "It was Alex who sent me here. Y ou'refirst on along list heleft for me, alist of calshe
wanted me to make should anything happen to him—Iike, say, abomb that took out not just the prez but
aso the deputy director of operations. It wasn't that Alex thought his own death was that important, you
understand. Rather, he knew it would be a symptom that the disease had advanced too far for any other
treatment to befeasible"

| readied my thumb on the Pause button again.

"There's one more thing you don't know," Tim said hagtily. “One more thing you can't logicaly deduce
from what you've learned so far."



"Why bother telling me?
"Same reason as you. Information shouldn't just be thrown away once you've got it."

"Try me" | said, making my voice convey finality. This couldn't be protracted too long. | didn't want to
be late back to DC.

| gave him thirty seconds, and that was al he needed. Then | pressed the Pause button firmly with my
thumb. It was aclever little gadget, and there was hardly any recoil in my wrist a al. Almost without a
sound, | made asmall round hole appear in hisforehead, neatly equidistant between his soft brown eyes.

With the minimum of fuss, hefolded himsdlf up.

| made a couple more of thosetidy little holesin his head ashelay there, just to be sure, and then |
turned off the tape and adjusted the tone control to full bass.

"Cdlo here," | said, holding the speaker grille up to my mouth. "Over."
"Barkelane," acknowledged my driver—or, at least, the guy who drove my limo. "Over."

"We have attained closure,” | told him. "I'll tidy up a home. Y ou do the same for the holiday cottage,
okay? And tell the other cleanersto get to work. All these houses areredl pigsties. Over."

"It'sas good as done, boss," said Barkelane.

| switched out before he could add the obligatory "Over." Straightening my bright summer dress, casting
around in case I'd discarded anything | shouldn't have, | got up from the couch and stepped over the shell
of the Tim Heatherton thought. | would have to do Charles, the pretty receptionis, first. Then anyone
else who was insde the main Center for Neuronic Research building—as well asadl the puters, of
course—before finishing off with the guard who'd let mein here. Barkelane and the guys and galswith
him would aready be mopping up in the commissary, or whatever the hdll that outbuilding was. Therest
of my team, the oneswho'd split off from the convoy on the way here from La Guardia, would soon, in
response to Barkelane's radioed ingtructions, be making their calls on spouses, siblings, anyone to whom
acarelessword might have been spoken. | wondered if Tim had known it wasn't just him my thumb had
been pressing out of existence but also Natasha and—what were their names again?—ah yes, Bryony
Heatherton M akepeace, aged thirty-three, and Ellie Heatherton, aged twenty-eight, cute young career
women who both had their brother's eyes.

Soft brown eyes.
Purely by thelaws of chance, some of Q's thoughts can be very lovely.

| arrived safely back in DC, in plenty of timefor my meeting on the entirely irrelevant problem presented
by the unexpectedly tough resistance our forces had encountered in Sweden and Norway. After the
meeting was over, we adjourned at the new president’s behest to have abelated dinner with himin the
White House. It was nearly midnight by thetime | stepped into my limo and gave Barkel ane the welcome
newsthat a last he could drive me back to Langley.

As soon aswe were clear of Congtitution Avenue | triggered the scrambled radio, and sure enough the
news came through of the complete destruction by fire of abuilding complex, purpose and nature
unspecified, in the middle of Nowheresville, NJ. The cause of the fire was unknown, but the emergency



services, who'd arrived far too late of course, were all agreed that its spread had been amost
preternaturaly rapid and voracious. All they could redlly hope to do was make sureit didn't spark off a
forest blaze while they waited around for the embers to cool down enough to permit them to pick through
and seeif there were any savagesble remains—which there wouldn't be.

Just thismorning, the news would have depressed or upset me, however much my professiond training
tried to pretend it didn't; now it wasjust asif it were some specid-effectsfest happening inamovieon a
televison set | wasn't properly watching. Those weren't human beings we'd destroyed today, | now
knew: they were mere thoughts, figments, story e ements. Same went for what one might quaintly,
ingppropriately, cal their lifeswork.

And that was why we'd had to destroy them—that type of thinking. Thinking born as an inevitable
consequence from knowledge that was too dangerous to | et be disseminated.

Not long before we reached Langley, my emotions cut back in, and | sarted shivering from the reaction
to what 1'd done, and ordered done. I'd done what 1'd had to do, behaved with fascist ruthlessness as |
expunged severa score existences to make sure the news of Q—of who we truly are—didn't leak out.
My motives were of the highest, | told mysdlf: to reduce, in the due course of time, the net sum of human
misery. | was doing my part to try to amdiorate the future. We might think the horror of the human
condition couldn't get any worse than it had aready become, but people have been bdieving that at just
about every moment in human history, and sure enough, despite temporary improvements, sooner or later
someone's come aong with the capacity to make things worse, much worse, than they've ever been
before. The Hell-bringers. I'd been afascigt for the day—and would have to be for quite afew other
days, aswell, before | got to the end of Alex'slist. That list was of course somewhat reduced, now,
because destroying the Center for Neuronic Research, the root source of the knowledge of Q, meant a
good-sized trickle of other enterprises were no longer potentid threats. So it wasn't just a vague number
of livesin thefuture I'd saved; by taking those few score livestoday | might very directly have saved
hundreds, possibly thousands, of other human existences | would otherwise have had to order be snuffed
Out.

But I'd been afascigt, dl right—no getting away from that. And the thought that | hadn't been asbad a
fascist asthe ones Alex and now me were trying to counter didn't seem at all consoling.

So who arethey, our Hell-bringer foes?

There are enough people around who don't value human life too highly, enough ruthless bastards who'll
consign old people and kids and young lovers and anyone elsein whole nations to death by fire and
torture and explosion, and whatever new vileness they can come up with—who can do thisaseasily as
they might pop agrape into their mouth or comment on how good the steak au poivreistonight, my dear,
and many of them are herein Washington, D.C., brought here by the True Believers, whether they be
believersin the sanctity of human greed or the cattlelike believersin loving and merciful gods. Once upon
atime the Hell-bringers preached ideas like democracy and freedom, but that was just until they got
where they are, and where they intend to Stay for therest of al eternity. They havetheir counterpartsall
over the world, but none of those others have the sheer, raw power these ones have. None of them have
the capability to destroy the entire planet and the specieswith it through either deliberate malice or stupid
inactivity. Which they'll do, if they remain unchecked. | give the human species about another two
generations, and that's when I'm in one of my more optimistic moods.

If, if, if the bastards remain unchecked.

And that'swhat Alex understood. While Barkelane drove me hometo Langley aong the freeway, my



stomach well filled by the excellent gourmet med served up by the executive's chefs, as | |ooked out the
window at the streaked lights, | knew my thoughts were following the sametrain as Alex'shad. Thered
been no need for him to leave any extraingtructionsin his covert email. If the bastards were as bad as
thiswhen they believed they were destroying human lives, innocent or otherwise, when they could use
phraseslike"collateral damage’—that most obscene of euphemisms—to gloss over the agoniesthey
deliberately perpetrated, what would they be like if they knew they were just destroying figments of
Q'simagination?

The agonies, the miseries, the horrorswould be just the same, of course they would; but they'd become
even easer to euphemize out of existence. The god-lovers would declare their God and Q (dumb,
stupid, puerile Q) to be one and the same thing, and then they'd cheer on with ever clearer consciences
theinfliction of ever more sickening abominations and torments on their fellow human beings.

Everyone ese but me, you see, would bejust an idea, not real. It wouldn't matter what happened to
them, because who cares what happensto an idea?

For | would be the onetrue Q.
And so would you.

| didn't ever haveto replay the cassette that till sat snugly in my recorder-that-wasn't-just-a-recorder to
be able to hear again, any time | wanted or didn't want to, what Tim Heatherton had told mein hisfina
moments, the bit he told me held never gotten around to telling even Alex.

Q'sdenid of redity extendsfar beyond just hisinability to effect any red changein the universe."You
see" Tim explained, "what Q most obdurately refusesto accept isthe fact that he didn't encounter the
universe on his own. He was brought to the universe by someone else, someone who didn't even redize
they were bringing him. They looked at the universe for awhile, saw nothing there that seemed to have
any vaue for them—or maybe they just redized it was complete the way it was and didn't require any
interference from them. Q never knew the full truth of that, even before he blocked off al knowledge of
his own true nature. Whatever the case, once the Someone Else had looked &t the universe long enough
to satisfy themselves, they turned away to move on to somewhere else.

"And, asthey did so, the disregarded Q fell out of their pocket, if you like, and they didn't notice they'd
dropped him. He was the crumpled empty candy wrapper that's aways blowing around on the ground of
even the best-maintained of playgrounds.

"That'swhy Q's so dumb. He's litter."

TheEnd
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