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Just when you thought you had it together, arandom dreamcast can upset your day.

Aloneagain, damnit. Cirri Beausolell carried atwist-tied plastic bag filled with random, trivia
possessions Ken had |eft behind down the corridor to the fifth-floor garbage chute. A pair of smelly gym
socks; severd Chinese takeaway cartonsfilled with remnants of that noxious sweet-and-sour chicken he
adored; akey-fob USB device big as dime containing terabytes of possibly-important-but-screw-him
files. And assorted other grimly everyday reminders of another affair that had ended before it had really
even begun.

Unlatching the stained, scraiched meta door, Cirri launched the emotiona ballast downward into dark
basement oblivion, and ingantly fdt alittle better.

She and Ken had been basicdly incompatible. Matters were as smple as that. She wasn't abad person,
and neither was Ken. (It cost Cirri atwingeto affirm thislatter statement, but sheimmediatdy felt
big-hearted for doing s0.) They were just two different types who had grown to grate on each other's
nervesin daily proximity.

Of course, she had been blinded to Ken's annoying features and habits for the longest time by hisorigina
seductive iDreams presentation. God, how strongly that parasensoria burst had hit her, some six months
ago! Sherecdled those moments asif she were undergoing them again right now.

She had been sitting at an outdoor café in Union Square a lunchtime, not far from where she worked in
New York's Toy Digtrict asasdes-rep for aline of kawa Japanese designer vinyl toys. Her bestseller
was a hedgehog named Hinoro who resembled afat jagged pincushion with an adorable babyface. She
had just come off her year-long, live-in affair with Mark, and was till emotionally vulnerable, sheredised
now. Perhaps she had donned the bindi that signified her receptivity to iDreams before her heart had fully
hedled. But she was s0 lonely after Mark |eft, and wanted to fed that she was back in the game right
away. Her various girlfriends had counsdlled her to go dow, but she hadn't listened.

But all her doubts about playing the dating game, 2015-style, so soon after her latest breakup had
vanished in the hot milliseconds after the tight, intricately modulated pulse of ultrasound from Ken's
iDreamsCaster hit her skull.

The environs of Union Square vanished ingtantly under awave of thrilling emotions and vivid dide show
of imagery. Hitting glimpses of alush tropica beach and a handsome male companion flashed before her,
accompanied by impressions of comfort, satiation, adventure, security, love, and erotic beguilement.

Cirri had been in the process of lifting her cup of espresso for asip. The cup was only inches away from
her lipswhen the iDream hit. But the whole dreamburst came and went in the tiny interval needed by her
hand to close the gap between cup and lips.

Stunned by the artful, alluring tenor of the dreamburst, Cirri was too experienced aplayer to
acknowledge her honest reaction naively and quickly. Imperturbably she finished her sip of espresso
(athough, truthfully, her hand was shaking abit), set her cup down camly and dowly, and then, asif
manifesting an idleimpulse, took out her own iDreamsCagter, arecent Daewoo modd with the
programmable cosmetic skin.



Wasthis particular iDream smply arandom, typicaly urban intruson on her voluntarily permegble
privacy sphere, cast by some crude lout looking to impress his buddies? A kind of smal mentd frottage?
Or wasit asincere attempt to win her attention and speak to her soul, as a prelude to aface-to-face
encounter?

If shewasjust being crudly gamed, then whoever had sent the iDream would not respond to Cirri's
Bluetoothed query. But if the sender was genuindly interested in her ...

Before Cirri sent her query, however, shelooked around her in an incongpicuous fashion.

AniDream had an effective casting range of only ten feet or so. In that space, therewere a least
half-a-dozen attractive men of roughly Cirri'sage, and not asingletroll. (And oh, yes, at |east that many
good-looking women. But Cirri didn't think she gave off the L-word vibe, and in fact had never been on
the recelving end of an iDream from someone of her own gender in the two years she had been wearing
thebindi.)

So far so good. Crossing her fingersin her mind, Cirri sent out her omnidirectional Bluetooth ID sgnd,
itsdlf limited to the same range asthe iDream. Ingtantly, her National 1D signifier would be downloaded
into al the iDreamsCagtersin the immediate vicinity. Whoever had sent the iDream her way could now
access certain basic public facts about her, aswell as her photo. The sender would know that the chosen
recipient of hisdream waswilling to mest.

Cirri could have responded by casting her own iDream, of course. But to whom? In aone-on-one
Stuation, where the sender's identity was obvious, Cirri preferred to respond thisway, infact. A
two-way satisfactory swap of iDreams was the surest confirmation of mutud attraction. But in asituation
likethis, Cirri could only hope that the man who had sent her such an appealing iDream would be as
receptive to her fantasiesas shewasto his.

A man was approaching her table now, smiling. Light brown hair, trim build, dressed sportily, dimpled
chin - what wasn't to like?

Cirri stood up and extended a hand. They shook.

"Ken Clement," said the man. "I hope you enjoyed that little interlude, Cirri. | had afeding you'd
appreciate afew moments away from the city, your job and dl."

"l did, Ken. That wasjust - just perfect. Did you write that dream yourself?*
"Why - yes, | did."

"Maybe you'd like to discuss your scripting techniques over dinner tonight.”
"Of course.”

And 0 her latest romance had begun.

She should have realised it would end badly at the three-month mark, however, when she discovered
that the iDream with which Ken had seduced her had been a cyrano.

Scrolling through the iDreams download website, Cirri had encountered the very same dream, offered as
a$29.99 download by a professiona oneiric designer named GaimanStud.

Cirri'sface went hot. She felt chegp and easy. Her heart captured by off-the-shelf dreamware! She
debated confronting Ken ingtantly with her discovery. But in the end, she had kept silent. Surely the



reciprocd attraction she and Ken fdlt for each other was unchanged, even if he hadn't compiled the
winning iDream persondly. Theirswas hardly the first romance that had begun with alittlefib, yet gone

on to happy longevity.

Now the trash-chute door dammed shut on histrash. Cirri turned back down the corridor to her
gpartment, went directly to her nightstand. From asmall, dusty box similar to a contact-lens case, she
took afresh iDreams bindi, asdf-adhesive circlet displaying the iDreams logo: a stylised human head
wresthed in fluffy clouds and displaying a Third Eye. This she applied to her forehead an inch or two
above the bridge of her nose. Cirri docked her long-unused iDreamsCaster for charging, cabled it to her
computer. She uploaded severd of her favourite iDreamsinto the machine whileits batteries were being
replenished. Only then did she turn her attention to her closet, in search of the perfect ouitfit.

It was gill a Saturday, after dl, and sheld be damned if she'd stay home al weepy and self-pitying, when
there was a city'sworth of dreamsto be shared.

The dub'slighting was so dim that Cirri could hardly distinguish anyone'siDreams bindi unless shewere
practically on top of the person. Y ou couldn't just assume that anyone wearing apaste-on circle on their
brow was open to your dreamcast. With the popularity of iDreams, various reactionary bindis had
become fashionable. One of the most common showed a head wrapped in chains, while another
displayed a head protected by ahalo. Zap one of these folks, who almost seemed to court such mistaken
encounters as excuses to vent their bile regarding iDreams, and you could find yoursdlf on the wrong end
of acvil lawsuit.

So Cirri had dmost to climb into the lap of the brawny red-haired guy on the stool next to hers before
she could be sure he was a dreamer too. When they had mutely acknowledged their kinship with asmile
- the Chechen country-crunk music filling the club was amped up to 11, and made talking impossible -
the guy nodded to Cirri that she should go first. A good sign.

Cirri sent him the most recent iDream she had assembled in DreamShop. Many of its components
derived from the standard toolkit, but she had incorporated an emotiond track reverse-engineered from
her own brain. The sequence revolved around a dance contest which she and her partner won with a
flurry of outrageous moves, earning massive audience acclaim.

The guy reacted positively enough, dthough without any signs of extreme enthusiasm. Then he sent Cirri
hisiDream.

Cirri subscribed to Nerve and Fleshbot. She was open to kinky suggestions from her lovers. She never
missed an episode of Desperate Soprano Wives. But the raw libidinous crudeness of the iDream that Big
Red sent her shocked her like grabbing alive wire. That part involving the donkey-derived chimera...

Cirri had hopped off her barstool before she even redised she had commanded her body to move. She
hastened to the opposite end of the club, face burning.

It took Cirri severa hours and afew drinks before she tried exchanging any more dreams.

What she got back for her earnest efforts were dreams that ranged the spectrum from passive and wimpy
to macho and domineering, al unimaginative and clichéd. Happily, none of them was asloathsome as Big
Red's. But nothing better could be said for the offerings of the various maleswho cast their dreams Cirri's
way. Not one of them featured an ounce of real romance.

At least Ken's cyrano had been aquality product. Maybe she had been alittle too hasty in ending their
affair? No, therewas no utility in trying to revise the past ...



Dispirited and despairing, Cirri left the club about 1.30am.

Trudging through the cobbled streets of the meat-packing digtrict, heading toward the nearest subway
stop, Cirri wondered if courtship by iDreams was much of an improvement on the ancient methods. This
supposedly deeper and more telling glimpseinto the soul of apotentia partner, designed to circumvent
glibness and facileflattery, boasted unique new pitfdls.

Cirri'strain arrived before too long, and she got on the closest carriage.

About 10 people occupied the many available sedts, scattered here and there. Cirri dropped wearily into
arandom one, taking little notice of her fellow riders.

When shefinaly glanced up from her self-absorption, she encountered the expectant gaze of afellow
dreamer seated just acrossthe aide.

The guy was alittle older than Cirri. Wearing aleather jacket over aripped T-shirt, and paint-stained
pants, he was a pudgy, unshaven bohemian of some sort, hisface more homely than handsome. Hardly

Cirri'stype.

And of course, hejust had to be sporting an iDreams bindi. God, she could only imagine what kind of
puerile fantasy held send her way. Probably something involving hobbits ...

He was waiting patiently for her to offer him aniDream. Deliberately she looked away insteed,
considered pedling her bindi off, legaly blocking any contact. But some last shred of hope forestalled that
gesture.

Out of the corner of one eye, Cirri could see that the fellow was not dissuaded. In fact, he took out his
phone and snapped her picture! Then he caused his phoneto project aglowing hologram display inthe
air. Cirri recognised theicons of DreamShop. Was the guy going to compose a spontaneous i Dream right
here?

Hisflickering fingers Sgndled that hewas.
In short time, the dream was fully compiled. Cirri had never seen anyone craft adream so fadt.

From phoneto iDreamsCagter thefile flowed. The fellow aimed his caster politely at Cirri, waiting one
find moment for her to register some objection.

Then he zapped her.

Cirri and Boho Guy were dancing. On the Moon. Nearly weightless, they pirouetted in long graceful
spirds benegath the stars, protected by atransparent gaudy pleasure dome, the only two loversin the
whole universe. She felt immeasurabl e happiness and contentment. The agrid watz seemedto goon
forever, ending only when they sank into apile of colourful cushions.

The decderation of thetrain pulling into the next station was hard to reconcile with the lingering imagery
of the dream. Cirri was breathless.

Boho Guy was smiling hopefully, but with an undercurrent of fataism.

Cirri took out her own iDreamsCaster, intending to respond. But she realised that none of her stored
dreams could match what she had just experienced.

So ingtead she stood up, crossed the aide, and took the seat beside Boho Guy.



"Hi," shesad. "Do | know you?"
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