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      THE INFINITE ASSASSIN

      
      One thing never changes: when some mutant junkie on S starts shuffling reality, it’s always me they send into the whirlpool
         to put things right.
      

      
      Why? They tell me I’m stable. Reliable. Dependable. After each debriefing, The Company’s psychologists (complete strangers,
         every time) shake their heads in astonishment at their printouts, and tell me that I’m exactly the same person as when ‘I’
         went in.
      

      
      The number of parallel worlds is uncountably infinite – infinite like the real numbers, not merely like the integers – making
         it difficult to quantify these things without elaborate mathematical definitions, but roughly speaking, it seems that I’m
         unusually invariant: more alike from world to world than most people are. How alike? In how many worlds? Enough to be useful.
         Enough to do the job.
      

      
      How The Company knew this, how they found me, I’ve never been told. I was recruited at the age of nineteen. Bribed. Trained.
         Brainwashed, I suppose. Sometimes I wonder if my stability has anything to do with me; maybe the real constant is the way I’ve been prepared. Maybe an infinite number of different people, put through the same
         process, would all emerge the same. Have all emerged the same. I don’t know.
      

      
      Detectors scattered across the planet have sensed the faint beginnings of the whirlpool, and pinned down the centre to within
         a few kilometres, but that’s the most accurate fix I can expect by this means. Each version of The Company shares its technology freely with the others, to ensure a uniformly optimal response, but even in the best of all possible worlds, the
         detectors are too large, and too delicate, to carry in closer for a more precise reading.
      

      
      A helicopter deposits me on wasteland at the southern edge of the Leightown ghetto. I’ve never been here before, but the boarded-up
         shop fronts and grey tower blocks ahead are utterly familiar. Every large city in the world (in every world I know) has a
         place like this, created by a policy that’s usually referred to as differential enforcement. Using or possessing S is strictly illegal, and the penalty in most countries is (mostly) summary execution, but the powers
         that be would rather have the users concentrated in designated areas than risk having them scattered amongst the community
         at large. So, if you’re caught with S in a nice clean suburb, they’ll blow a hole in your skull on the spot, but here, there’s
         no chance of that. Here, there are no cops at all.
      

      
      I head north. It’s just after four a.m., but savagely hot, and once I move out of the buffer zone, the streets are crowded.
         People are coming and going from nightclubs, liquor stores, pawn shops, gambling houses, brothels. Power for street lighting
         has been cut off from this part of the city, but someone civic-minded has replaced the normal bulbs with self-contained tritium/phosphor
         globes, spilling a cool, pale light like radioactive milk. There’s a popular misconception that most S users do nothing but
         dream, twenty-four hours a day, but that’s ludicrous; not only do they need to eat, drink and earn money like everyone else,
         but few would waste the drug on the time when their alter egos are themselves asleep.
      

      
      Intelligence says there’s some kind of whirlpool cult in Leightown, who may try to interfere with my work. I’ve been warned
         of such groups before, but it’s never come to anything; the slightest shift in reality is usually all it takes to make such
         an aberration vanish. The Company, the ghettos, are the stable responses to S; everything else seems to be highly conditional.
         Still, I shouldn’t be complacent. Even if these cults can have no significant impact on the mission as a whole, no doubt they
         have killed some versions of me in the past, and I don’t want it to be my turn, this time. I know that an infinite number of versions
         of me would survive – some whose only difference from me would be that they had survived – so perhaps I ought to be entirely untroubled by the thought of death.
      

      
      But I’m not.

      
      Wardrobe have dressed me with scrupulous care, in a Fat Single Mothers Must Die World Tour souvenir reflection hologram T-shirt,
         the right style of jeans, the right model running shoes. Paradoxically, S users tend to be slavish adherents to ‘local’ fashion,
         as opposed to that of their dreams; perhaps it’s a matter of wanting to partition their sleeping and waking lives. For now,
         I’m in perfect camouflage, but I don’t expect that to last; as the whirlpool picks up speed, sweeping different parts of the
         ghetto into different histories, changes in style will be one of the most sensitive markers. If my clothes don’t look out
         of place before too long, I’ll know I’m headed in the wrong direction.
      

      
      A tall, bald man with a shrunken human thumb dangling from one ear lobe collides with me as he runs out of a bar. As we separate,
         he turns on me, screaming taunts and obscenities. I respond cautiously; he may have friends in the crowd, and I don’t have
         time to waste getting into that kind of trouble. I don’t escalate things by replying, but I take care to appear confident,
         without seeming arrogant or disdainful. This balancing act pays off. Insulting me with impunity for thirty seconds apparently
         satisfies his pride, and he walks away smirking.
      

      
      As I move on, though, I can’t help wondering how many versions of me didn’t get out of it so easily.

      
      I pick up speed to compensate for the delay.

      
      Someone catches up with me, and starts walking beside me. ‘Hey, I liked the way you handled that. Subtle. Manipulative. Pragmatic. Full marks.’ A woman in her late twenties, with short, metallic-blue hair.
      

      
      ‘Fuck off. I’m not interested.’

      
      ‘In what?’

      
      ‘In anything.’

      
      She shakes her head. ‘Not true. You’re new around here, and you’re looking for something. Or someone. Maybe I can help.’

      
      ‘I said, fuck off.’

      
      She shrugs and falls behind, but calls after me, ‘Every hunter needs a guide. Think about it.’

      
      A few blocks later, I turn into an unlit side street. Deserted, silent; stinking of half-burnt garbage, cheap insecticide,
         and piss. And I swear I can feel it: in the dark, ruined buildings all around me, people are dreaming on S.
      

      
      S is not like any other drug. S dreams are neither surreal nor euphoric. Nor are they like simulator trips: empty fantasies,
         absurd fairy tales of limitless prosperity and indescribable bliss. They’re dreams of lives that, literally, might have been lived by the dreamers, every bit as solid and plausible as their waking lives.
      

      
      With one exception: if the dream life turns sour, the dreamer can abandon it at will, and choose another (without any need
         to dream of taking S … although that’s been known to happen). He or she can piece together a second life, in which no mistakes
         are irrevocable, no decisions absolute. A life without failures, without dead ends. All possibilities remain forever accessible.
      

      
      S grants dreamers the power to live vicariously in any parallel world in which they have an alter ego – someone with whom
         they share enough brain physiology to maintain the parasitic resonance of the link. Studies suggest that a perfect genetic
         match isn’t necessary for this – but nor is it sufficient; early childhood development also seems to affect the neural structures involved.
      

      
      For most users, the drug does no more than this. For one in a hundred thousand, though, dreams are only the beginning. During
         their third or fourth year on S, they start to move physically from world to world, as they strive to take the place of their chosen alter egos.
      

      
      The trouble is, there’s never anything so simple as an infinity of direct exchanges, between all the versions of the mutant
         user who’ve gained this power, and all the versions they wish to become. Such transitions are energetically unfavourable;
         in practice, each dreamer must move gradually, continuously, passing through all the intervening points. But those ‘points’
         are occupied by other versions of themselves; it’s like motion in a crowd – or a fluid. The dreamers must flow.
      

      
      At first, those alter egos who’ve developed the skill are distributed too sparsely to have any effect at all. Later, it seems
         there’s a kind of paralysis through symmetry; all potential flows are equally possible, including each one’s exact opposite.
         Everything just cancels out.
      

      
      The first few times the symmetry is broken, there’s usually nothing but a brief shudder, a momentary slippage, an almost imperceptible
         world-quake. The detectors record these events, but are still too insensitive to localise them.
      

      
      Eventually, some kind of critical threshold is crossed. Complex, sustained flows develop: vast, tangled currents with the
         kind of pathological topologies that only an infinite-dimensional space can contain. Such flows are viscous; nearby points
         are dragged along. That’s what creates the whirlpool; the closer you are to the mutant dreamer, the faster you’re carried
         from world to world.
      

      
      As more and more versions of the dreamer contribute to the flow, it picks up speed – and the faster it becomes, the further
         away its influence is felt.
      

      
      The Company, of course, doesn’t give a shit if reality is scrambled in the ghettos. My job is to keep the effects from spreading beyond.
      

      
      I follow the side street to the top of a hill. There’s another main road about four hundred metres ahead. I find a sheltered
         spot amongst the rubble of a half-demolished building, unfold a pair of binoculars, and spend five minutes watching the pedestrians
         below. Every ten or fifteen seconds, I notice a tiny mutation: an item of clothing changing; a person suddenly shifting position,
         or vanishing completely, or materialising from nowhere. The binoculars are smart; they count up the number of events which
         take place in their field of view, as well as computing the map coordinates of the point they’re aimed at.
      

      
      I turn one hundred and eighty degrees, and look back on the crowd that I passed through on my way here. The rate is substantially
         lower, but the same kind of thing is visible. Bystanders, of course, notice nothing; as yet, the whirlpool’s gradients are
         so shallow that any two people within sight of each other on a crowded street would more or less shift universes together.
         Only at a distance can the changes be seen.
      

      
      In fact, since I’m closer to the centre of the whirlpool than the people to the south of me, most of the changes I see in
         that direction are due to my own rate of shift. I’ve long ago left the world of my most recent employers behind – but I have
         no doubt that the vacancy has been, and will continue to be, filled.
      

      
      I’m going to have to make a third observation to get a fix, some distance away from the north-south line joining the first
         two points. Over time, of course, the centre will drift, but not very rapidly; the flow runs between worlds where the centres
         are close together, so its position is the last thing to change.
      

      
      I head down the hill, westwards.

      
      Amongst the crowds and lights again, waiting for a gap in the traffic, someone taps my elbow. I turn, to see the same blue-haired
         woman who accosted me before. I give her a stare of mild annoyance, but I keep my mouth shut; I don’t know whether or not this version of her has met a version of me, and I don’t
         want to contradict her expectations. By now, at least some of the locals must have noticed what’s going on – just listening
         to an outside radio station, stuttering randomly from song to song, should be enough to give it away – but it’s not in my
         interest to spread the news.
      

      
      She says, ‘I can help you find her.’

      
      ‘Help me find who?’

      
      ‘I know exactly where she is. There’s no need to waste time on measurements and calc—’

      
      ‘Shut up. Come with me.’

      
      She follows me, uncomplaining, into a nearby alley. Maybe I’m being set up for an ambush. By the whirlpool cult? But the alley is deserted. When I’m sure we’re alone, I push her against the wall and put a gun to her head. She doesn’t
         call out, or resist; she’s shaken, but I don’t think she’s surprised by this treatment. I scan her with a hand-held magnetic
         resonance imager; no weapons, no booby traps, no transmitters.
      

      
      I say, ‘Why don’t you tell me what this is all about?’ I’d swear that nobody could have seen me on the hill, but maybe she
         saw another version of me. It’s not like me to screw up, but it does happen.
      

      
      She closes her eyes for a moment, then says, almost calmly, ‘I want to save you time, that’s all. I know where the mutant
         is. I want to help you find her as quickly as possible.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Why? I have a business here, and I don’t want to see it disrupted. Do you know how hard it is to build up contacts again, after a whirlpool’s been
         through? What do you think – I’m covered by insurance?’
      

      
      I don’t believe a word of this, but I see no reason not to play along; it’s probably the simplest way to deal with her, short
         of blowing her brains out. I put away the gun and take a map from my pocket. ‘Show me.’
      

      
      She points out a building about two kilometres north-east of where we are. ‘Fifth floor. Apartment 522.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know?’

      
      ‘A friend of mine lives in the building. He noticed the effects just before midnight, and he got in touch with me.’ She laughs
         nervously. ‘Actually, I don’t know the guy all that well … but I think the version who phoned me had something going on with another me.’
      

      
      ‘Why didn’t you just leave when you heard the news? Clear out to a safe distance?’

      
      She shakes her head vehemently. ‘Leaving is the worst thing to do; I’d end up even more out of touch. The outside world doesn’t
         matter. Do you think I care if the government changes, or the pop stars have different names? This is my home. If Leigh-town
         shifts, I’m better off shifting with it. Or with part of it.’
      

      
      ‘So how did you find me?’

      
      She shrugs. ‘I knew you’d be coming. Everybody knows that much. Of course, I didn’t know what you’d look like – but I know
         this place pretty well, and I kept my eyes open for strangers. And it seems I got lucky.’
      

      
      Lucky. Exactly. Some of my alter egos will be having versions of this conversation, but others won’t be having any conversation
         at all. One more random delay.
      

      
      I fold the map. ‘Thanks for the information.’

      
      She nods. ‘Any time.’

      
      As I’m walking away, she calls out, ‘Every time.’
      

      
      I quicken my step for a while; other versions of me should be doing the same, compensating for however much time they’ve wasted.
         I can’t expect to maintain perfect synch, but dispersion is insidious; if I didn’t at least try to minimise it, I’d end up
         travelling to the centre by every conceivable route, and arriving over a period of days.
      

      
      And although I can usually make up lost time, I can never entirely cancel out the effects of variable delays. Spending different amounts of time at different distances from the centre means that all the versions of me aren’t shifted uniformly.
         There are theoretical models which show that under certain conditions, this could result in gaps; I could be squeezed into
         certain portions of the flow, and removed from others – a bit like halving all the numbers between 0 and 1, leaving a hole
         from 0.5 to 1 … squashing one infinity into another which is cardinally identical, but half the geometric size. No versions
         of me would have been destroyed, and I wouldn’t even exist twice in the same world, but nevertheless, a gap would have been
         created.
      

      
      As for heading straight for the building where my ‘informant’ claims the mutant is dreaming, I’m not tempted at all. Whether
         or not the information is genuine, I doubt very much that I’ve received the tip-off in any but an insignificant portion –
         technically, a set of measure zero – of the worlds caught up in the whirlpool. Any action taken only in such a sparse set
         of worlds would be totally ineffectual, in terms of disrupting the flow.
      

      
      If I’m right, then of course it makes no difference what I do; if all the versions of me who received the tip-off simply marched out of the whirlpool, it would have no impact on
         the mission. A set of measure zero wouldn’t be missed. But my actions, as an individual, are always irrelevant in that sense; if I, and I alone, deserted, the loss would be infinitesimal. The catch is, I could never know that I was acting alone.
      

      
      And the truth is, versions of me probably have deserted; however stable my personality, it’s hard to believe that there are
         no valid quantum permutations entailing such an action. Whatever the physically possible choices are, my alter egos have made
         – and will continue to make – every single one of them. My stability lies in the distribution, and the relative density, of
         all these branches – in the shape of a static, preordained structure. Free will is a rationalisation; I can’t help making
         all the right decisions. And all the wrong ones.
      

      
      But I ‘prefer’ (granting meaning to the word) not to think this way too often. The only sane approach is to think of myself as one free agent of many, and to ‘strive’ for coherence;
         to ignore short cuts, to stick to procedure, to ‘do everything I can’ to concentrate my presence.
      

      
      As for worrying about those alter egos who desert, or fail, or die, there’s a simple solution: I disown them. It’s up to me
         to define my identity any way I like. I may be forced to accept my multiplicity, but the borders are mine to draw. ‘I’ am
         those who survive, and succeed. The rest are someone else.
      

      
      I reach a suitable vantage point and take a third count. The view is starting to look like a half-hour video recording edited
         down to five minutes – exept that the whole scene doesn’t change at once; apart from some highly correlated couples, different
         people vanish and appear independently, suffering their own individual jump cuts. They’re still all shifting universes more
         or less together, but what that means, in terms of where they happen to be physically located at any instant, is so complex
         that it might as well be random. A few people don’t vanish at all; one man loiters consistently on the same street corner
         – although his haircut changes, radically, at least five times.
      

      
      When the measurement is over, the computer inside the binoculars flashes up coordinates for the centre’s estimated position.
         It’s about sixty metres from the building the blue-haired woman pointed out; well within the margin of error. So perhaps she
         was telling the truth – but that changes nothing. I must still ignore her.
      

      
      As I start towards my target, I wonder: Maybe I was ambushed back in that alley, after all. Maybe I was given the mutant’s location as a deliberate attempt to distract me, to
         divide me. Maybe the woman tossed a coin to split the universe: heads for a tip-off, tails for none – or threw dice, and chose
         from a wider list of strategies.
      

      
      It’s only a theory … but it’s a comforting idea: if that’s the best the whirlpool cult can do to protect the object of their
         devotion, then I have nothing to fear from them at all.
      

      
      *
      

      
      I avoid the major roads, but even on the side streets it’s soon clear that the word is out. People run past me, some hysterical,
         some grim; some empty-handed, some toting possessions; one man dashes from door to door, hurling bricks through windows, waking
         the occupants, shouting the news. Not everyone’s heading in the same direction; most are simply fleeing the ghetto, trying
         to escape the whirlpool, but others are no doubt frantically searching for their friends, their families, their lovers, in
         the hope of reaching them before they turn into strangers. I wish them well.
      

      
      Except in the central disaster zone, a few hard-core dreamers will stay put. Shifting doesn’t matter to them; they can reach
         their dream lives from anywhere – or so they think. Some may be in for a shock; the whirlpool can pass through worlds where
         there is no supply of S – where the mutant user has an alter ego who has never even heard of the drug.
      

      
      As I turn into a long, straight avenue, the naked-eye view begins to take on the jump-cut appearance that the binoculars produced,
         just fifteen minutes ago. People flicker, shift, vanish. Nobody stays in sight for long; few travel more than ten or twenty
         metres before disappearing. Many are flinching and stumbling as they run, balking at empty space as often as at real obstacles,
         all confidence in the permanence of the world around them, rightly, shattered. Some run blindly with their heads down and
         their arms outstretched. Most people are smart enough to travel on foot, but plenty of smashed and abandoned cars strobe in
         and out of existence on the roadway. I witness one car in motion, but only fleetingly.
      

      
      I don’t see myself anywhere about; I never have yet. Random scatter should put me in the same world twice, in some worlds – but only in a set of measure zero. Throw two idealised darts at a dartboard,
         and the probability of twice hitting the same point – the same zero-dimensional point – is zero. Repeat the experiment in an uncountably infinite number of worlds, and it will happen – but only in a set of measure zero.
      

      
      The changes are most frantic in the distance, and the blur of activity retreats to some extent as I move – due as it is, in
         part, to mere separation – but I’m also heading into steeper gradients, so I am, slowly, gaining on the havoc. I keep to a
         measured pace, looking out for both sudden human obstacles and shifts in the terrain.
      

      
      The pedestrians thin out. The street itself still endures, but the buildings around me are beginning to be transformed into
         bizarre chimeras, with mismatched segments from variant designs, and then from utterly different structures, appearing side
         by side. It’s like walking through some holographic architectural identikit machine on overdrive. Before long, most of these
         composites are collapsing, unbalanced by fatal disagreements on where loads should be borne. Falling rubble makes the footpath
         dangerous, so I weave my way between the car bodies in the middle of the road. There’s virtually no moving traffic now, but
         it’s slow work just navigating between all this ‘stationary’ scrap metal. Obstructions come and go; it’s usually quicker to
         wait for them to vanish than to backtrack and look for another way through. Sometimes I’m hemmed in on all sides, but never
         for long.
      

      
      Finally, most of the buildings around me seem to have toppled, in most worlds, and I find a path near the edge of the road
         that’s relatively passable. Nearby, it looks like an earthquake has levelled the ghetto. Looking back, away from the whirlpool,
         there’s nothing but a grey fog of generic buildings; out there, structures are still moving as one – or near enough to remain
         standing – but I’m shifting so much faster than they are that the skyline has smeared into an amorphous multiple exposure
         of a billion different possibilities.
      

      
      A human figure, sliced open obliquely from skull to groin, materialises in front of me, topples, then vanishes. My guts squirm,
         but I press on. I know that the very same thing must be happening to versions of me – but I declare it, I define it, to be the death of strangers. The gradient is so high now that different parts of the body can be dragged into different
         worlds, where the complementary pieces of anatomy have no good statistical reason to be correctly aligned. The rate at which
         this fatal dissociation occurs, though, is inexplicably lower than calculations predict; the human body somehow defends its
         integrity, and shifts as a whole far more often than it should. The physical basis for this anomaly has yet to be pinned down
         – but then, the physical basis for the human brain creating the delusion of a unique history, a sense of time, and a sense
         of identity, from the multifurcating branches and fans of superspace, has also proved to be elusive.
      

      
      The sky grows light, a weird blue-grey that no single overcast sky ever possessed. The streets themselves are in a state of
         flux now; every second or third step is a revelation – bitumen, broken masonry, concrete, sand, all at slightly different
         levels – and briefly, a patch of withered grass. An inertial navigation implant in my skull guides me through the chaos. Clouds
         of dust and smoke come and go, and then—
      

      
      A cluster of apartment blocks, with surface features flickering, but showing no signs of disintegrating. The rates of shift
         here are higher than ever, but there’s a counterbalancing effect: the worlds between which the flow runs are required to be
         more and more alike, the closer you get to the dreamer.
      

      
      The group of buildings is roughly symmetrical, and it’s perfectly clear which one lies at the centre. None of me would fail
         to make the same judgement, so I won’t need to go through absurd mental contortions to avoid acting on the tip-off.
      

      
      The front entrance to the building oscillates, mainly between three alternatives. I choose the leftmost door; a matter of
         procedure, a standard which The Company managed to propagate between itselves before I was even recruited. (No doubt contradictory
         instructions circulated for a while, but one scheme must have dominated, eventually, because I’ve never been briefed any differently.) I often wish I could leave (and/or follow) a trail of some kind, but any mark I made
         would be useless, swept downstream faster than those it was meant to guide. I have no choice but to trust in procedure to
         minimise my dispersion.
      

      
      From the foyer, I can see four stairwells – all with stairs converted into piles of flickering rubble. I step into the leftmost,
         and glance up; the early-morning light floods in through a variety of possible windows. The spacing between the great concrete
         slabs of the floors is holding constant; the energy difference between such large structures in different positions lends
         them more stability than all the possible, specific shapes of flights of stairs. Cracks must be developing, though, and given
         time, there’s no doubt that even this building would succumb to its discrepancies – killing the dreamer, in world after world,
         and putting an end to the flow. But who knows how far the whirlpool might have spread by then?
      

      
      The explosive devices I carry are small, but more than adequate. I set one down in the stairwell, speak the arming sequence,
         and run. I glance back across the foyer as I retreat, but at a distance, the details amongst the rubble are nothing but a
         blur. The bomb I’ve planted has been swept into another world, but it’s a matter of faith – and experience – that there’s
         an infinite line of others to take its place.
      

      
      I collide with a wall where there used to be a door, step back, try again, pass through. Sprinting across the road, an abandoned
         car materialises in front of me; I skirt around it, drop behind it, cover my head.
      

      
      Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty. Twenty-one. Twenty-two?

      
      Not a sound. I look up. The car has vanished. The building still stands – and still flickers.

      
      I climb to my feet, dazed. Some bombs may have – must have – failed … but enough should have exploded to disrupt the flow.

      
      So what’s happened? Perhaps the dreamer has survived in some small, but contiguous, part of the flow, and it’s closed off into a loop – which it’s my bad luck to be a part of. Survived how? The worlds in which the bomb exploded should have been spread randomly, uniformly, everywhere dense enough to do the job
         … but perhaps some freak clustering effect has given rise to a gap.
      

      
      Or maybe I’ve ended up squeezed out of part of the flow. The theoretical conditions for that have always struck me as far
         too bizarre to be fulfilled in real life … but what if it has happened? A gap in my presence, downstream from me, would have left a set of worlds with no bomb planted at all – which then
         flowed along and caught up with me, once I moved away from the building and my shift rate dropped.
      

      
      I ‘return’ to the stairwell. There’s no unexploded bomb, no sign that any version of me has been here. I plant the backup
         device, and run. This time, I find no shelter on the street, and I simply hit the ground.
      

      
      Again, nothing.

      
      I struggle to calm myself, to visualise the possibilities. If the gap without bombs hadn’t fully passed the gap without me,
         when the first bombs went off, then I’d still have been missing from a part of the surviving flow – allowing exactly the same
         thing to happen all over again.
      

      
      I stare at the intact building, disbelieving. I am the ones who succeed. That’s all that defines me. But who, exactly, failed? If I was absent from part of the flow, there were no versions of me in those worlds to fail. Who takes the blame? Who do I disown? Those who successfully planted the bomb, but ‘should have’ done it in other worlds?
         Am I amongst them? I have no way of knowing.
      

      
      So, what now? How big is the gap? How close am I to it? How many times can it defeat me?

      
      I have to keep killing the dreamer, until I succeed.

      
      I return to the stairwell. The floors are about three metres apart. To ascend, I use a small grappling hook on a short rope;
         the hook fires an explosive-driven spike into the concrete floor. Once the rope is uncoiled, its chances of ending up in separate
         pieces in different worlds is magnified; it’s essential to move quickly.
      

      
      I search the first storey systematically, following procedure to the letter, as if I’d never heard of Room 522. A blur of
         alternative dividing walls, ghostly spartan furniture, transient heaps of sad possessions. When I’ve finished, I pause until
         the clock in my skull reaches the next multiple of ten minutes. It’s an imperfect strategy – some stragglers will fall more
         than ten minutes behind – but that would be true however long I waited.
      

      
      The second storey is deserted, too. But a little more stable; there’s no doubt that I’m drawing closer to the heart of the
         whirlpool.
      

      
      The third storey’s architecture is almost solid. The fourth, if not for the abandoned ephemera flickering in the corners of
         rooms, could pass for normal.
      

      
      The fifth—

      
      I kick the doors open, one by one, moving steadily down the corridor. 502. 504. 506. I thought I might be tempted to break ranks when I came this close, but instead I find it easier than ever to go through
         the motions, knowing that I’ll have no opportunity to regroup. 516. 518. 520.
      

      
      At the far end of Room 522, there’s a young woman stretched out on a bed. Her hair is a diaphanous halo of possibilities,
         her clothing a translucent haze, but her body looks solid and permanent, the almost-fixed point about which all the night’s
         chaos has spun.
      

      
      I step into the room, take aim at her skull, and fire. The bullet shifts worlds before it can reach her, but it will kill
         another version, downstream. I fire again and again, waiting for a bullet from a brother assassin to strike home before my
         eyes – or for the flow to stop, for the living dreamers to become too few, too sparse, to maintain it.
      

      
      Neither happens.
      

      
      ‘You took your time.’

      
      I swing around. The blue-haired woman stands outside the doorway. I reload the gun; she makes no move to stop me. My hands
         are shaking. I turn back to the dreamer and kill her, another two dozen times. The version before me remains untouched, the
         flow undiminished.
      

      
      I reload again, and wave the gun at the blue-haired woman. ‘What the fuck have you done to me? Am I alone? Have you slaughtered all the others?’ But that’s absurd – and if it were true, how could she see me? I’d be a momentary,
         imperceptible flicker to each separate version of her, nothing more; she wouldn’t even know I was there.
      

      
      She shakes her head, and says mildly, ‘We’ve slaughtered no one. We’ve mapped you into Cantor dust, that’s all. Every one
         of you is still alive – but none of you can stop the whirlpool.’
      

      
      Cantor dust. A fractal set, uncountably infinite, but with measure zero. There’s not one gap in my presence; there’s an infinite number, an endless series of ever-smaller holes, everywhere. But—
      

      
      ‘How? You set me up, you kept me talking, but how could you coordinate the delays? And calculate the effects? It would take …’
      

      
      ‘Infinite computational power? An infinite number of people?’ She smiles faintly. ‘I am an infinite number of people. All sleepwalking on S. All dreaming each other. We can act together, in synch, as one – or
         we can act independently. Or something in between, as now: the versions of me who can see and hear you at any moment are sharing
         their sense data with the rest of me.’
      

      
      I turn back to the dreamer. ‘Why defend her? She’ll never get what she wants. She’s tearing the city apart, and she’ll never
         even reach her destination.’
      

      
      ‘Not here, perhaps.’

      
      ‘Not here? She’s crossing all the worlds she lives in! Where else is there?’
      

      
      The woman shakes her head. ‘What creates those worlds? Alternative possibilities for ordinary physical processes. But it doesn’t
         stop there; the possibility of motion between worlds has exactly the same effect. Superspace itself branches out into different versions, versions containing all possible cross-world flows. And there can be higher-level flows,
         between those versions of superspace, so the whole structure branches again. And so on.’
      

      
      I close my eyes, drowning in vertigo. If this endless ascent into greater infinities is true—

      
      ‘Somewhere, the dreamer always triumphs? Whatever I do?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘And somewhere, I always win? Somewhere, you’ve failed to defeat me?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      Who am I? I’m the ones who succeed. Then who am I? I’m nothing at all. A set of measure zero.
      

      
      I drop the gun and take three steps towards the dreamer. My clothes, already tattered, part worlds and fall away.

      
      I take another step, and then halt, shocked by a sudden warmth. My hair, and outer layers of skin, have vanished; I’m covered
         with a fine sweat of blood. I notice, for the first time, the frozen smile on the dreamer’s face.
      

      
      And I wonder: in how many infinite sets of worlds will I take one more step? And how many countless versions of me will turn
         around instead, and walk out of this room? Who exactly am I saving from shame, when I’ll live and die in every possible way?

      
      Myself.

   
      
      THE HUNDRED-LIGHT-YEAR DIARY

      
      Martin Place was packed with the usual frantic lunch-time crowds. I scanned the faces nervously; the moment had almost arrived,
         and I still hadn’t even caught sight of Alison. One twenty-seven and fourteen seconds. Would I be mistaken about something so important? With the knowledge of the mistake still fresh in my mind? But that knowledge
         could make no difference. Of course it would affect my state of mind, of course it would influence my actions – but I already
         knew exactly what the net result of that, and every other, influence would be: I’d write what I’d read.
      

      
      I needn’t have worried. I looked down at my watch, and as 1:27:13 became 1:27:14, someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned; it was Alison, of course. I’d never seen her before, in the flesh, but I’d
         soon devote a month’s bandwidth allocation to sending back a Barnsley-compressed snapshot. I hesitated, then spoke my lines,
         awful as they were:
      

      
      ‘Fancy meeting you here.’

      
      She smiled, and suddenly I was overwhelmed, giddy with happiness – exactly as I’d read in my diary a thousand times, since
         I’d first come across the day’s entry at the age of nine; exactly as I would, necessarily, describe it at the terminal that
         night. But – foreknowledge aside – how could I have felt anything but euphoria? I’d finally met the woman I’d spend my life
         with. We had fifty-eight years together ahead of us, and we’d love each other to the end.
      

      
      ‘So, where are we going for lunch?’

      
      I frowned slightly, wondering if she was joking – and wondering why I’d left myself in any doubt. I said, hesitantly, ‘Fulvio’s. Didn’t you … ?’ But of course she had no idea of
         the petty details of the meal; on 14 December, 2074, I’d write admiringly: A. concentrates on the things that matter; she never lets herself be distracted by trivia.
      

      
      I said, ‘Well, the food won’t be ready on time; they’ll have screwed up their schedule, but—’

      
      She put a finger to her lips, then leant forward and kissed me. For a moment, I was too shocked to do anything but stand there
         like a statue, but after a second or two, I started kissing back.
      

      
      When we parted, I said stupidly, ‘I didn’t know … I thought we just … I—’

      
      ‘James, you’re blushing.’

      
      She was right. I laughed, embarrassed. It was absurd: in a week’s time, we’d make love, and I already knew every detail –
         yet that single unexpected kiss left me flustered and confused.
      

      
      She said, ‘Come on. Maybe the food won’t be ready, but we have a lot to talk about while we’re waiting. I just hope you haven’t
         read it all in advance, or you’re going to have a very boring time.’
      

      
      She took my hand and started leading the way. I followed, still shaken. Halfway to the restaurant, I finally managed to say,
         ‘Back then – did you know that would happen?’
      

      
      She laughed. ‘No. But I don’t tell myself everything. I like to be surprised now and then. Don’t you?’

      
      Her casual attitude stung me. Never lets herself be distracted by trivia. I struggled for words; this whole conversation was unknown to me, and I never was much good at improvising anything but
         small talk.
      

      
      I said, ‘Today is important to me. I always thought I’d write the most careful – the most complete – account of it possible. I mean, I’m going to record the time we met, to the second. I can’t imagine sitting down tonight
         and not even mentioning the first time we kissed.’
      

      
      She squeezed my hand, then moved close to me and whispered, mock-conspiratorially: ‘But you will. You know you will. And so
         will I. You know exactly what you’re going to write, and exactly what you’re going to leave out – and the fact is, that kiss
         is going to remain our little secret.’
      

      
      Francis Chen wasn’t the first astronomer to hunt for time-reversed galaxies, but he was the first to do so from space. He
         swept the sky with a small instrument in a junk-scattered near-Earth orbit, long after all serious work had shifted to the
         (relatively) unpolluted vacuum on the far side of the moon. For decades, certain – highly speculative – cosmological theories
         had suggested that it might be possible to catch glimpses of the universe’s future phase of re-contraction, during which –
         perhaps – all the arrows of time would be reversed.
      

      
      Chen charged up a light detector to saturation, and searched for a region of the sky which would unexpose it – discharging the pixels in the form of a recognisable image. The photons from ordinary galaxies, collected by ordinary telescopes,
         left their mark as patterns of charge on arrays of electro-optical polymer; a time-reversed galaxy would require instead that
         the detector lose charge, emitting photons which would leave the telescope on a long journey into the future universe, to be absorbed by stars
         tens of billions of years hence, contributing an infinitesimal nudge to drive their nuclear processes from extinction back
         towards birth.
      

      
      Chen’s announcement of success was met with virtually unanimous scepticism – and rightly so, since he refused to divulge the
         coordinates of his discovery. I’ve seen the recording of his one and only press conference.
      

      
      ‘What would happen if you pointed an uncharged detector at this thing?’ asked one puzzled journalist.
      

      
      ‘You can’t.’

      
      ‘What do you mean, you can’t?

      
      ‘Suppose you point a detector at an ordinary light source. Unless the detector’s not working, it will end up charged. It’s no use declaring: I am going to expose this detector to light, and it will end up uncharged. That’s ludicrous; it simply won’t happen.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but—’

      
      ‘Now time-reverse the whole situation. If you’re going to point a detector at a time-reversed light source, it will be charged beforehand.’
      

      
      ‘But if you discharge the whole thing thoroughly, before exposing it, and then …’

      
      ‘I’m sorry. You won’t. You can’t.’
      

      
      Shortly afterwards, Chen retired into self-imposed obscurity – but his work had been government funded, and he’d complied
         with the rigorous auditing requirements, so copies of all his notes existed in various archives. It was almost five years
         before anyone bothered to exhume them – new theoretical work having made his claims more fashionable – but once the coordinates
         were finally made public, it took only days for a dozen groups to confirm the original results.
      

      
      Most of the astronomers involved dropped the matter there and then – but three people pressed on, to the logical conclusion:

      
      Suppose an asteroid, a few hundred billion kilometres away, happened to block the line of sight between Earth and Chen’s galaxy.
         In the galaxy’s time frame, there’d be a delay of half an hour or so before this occultation could be seen in near-Earth orbit
         – before the last photons to make it past the asteroid arrived. Our time frame runs the other way, though; for us, the ‘delay’
         would be negative. We might think of the detector, not the galaxy, as the source of the photons – but it would still have to stop emitting
         them half an hour before the asteroid crossed the line of sight, in order to emit them only when they’d have a clear path all the way to their destination.
         Cause and effect; the detector has to have a reason to lose charge and emit photons – even if that reason lies in the future.
      

      
      Replace the uncontrollable – and unlikely – asteroid with a simple electronic shutter. Fold up the line of sight with mirrors,
         shrinking the experiment down to more manageable dimensions – and allowing you to place the shutter and detector virtually
         side by side. Flash a torch at yourself in a mirror, and you get a signal from the past; do the same with the light from Chen’s
         galaxy, and the signal comes from the future.
      

      
      Hazzard, Capaldi and Wu arranged a pair of space-borne mirrors, a few thousand kilometres apart. With multiple reflections,
         they achieved an optical path length of over two light seconds. At one end of this ‘delay’ they placed a telescope, aimed
         at Chen’s galaxy; at the other end they placed a detector. (‘The other end’ optically speaking – physically, it was housed
         in the very same satellite as the telescope.) In their first experiments, the telescope was fitted with a shutter triggered
         by the ‘unpredictable’ decay of a small sample of a radioactive isotope.
      

      
      The sequence of the shutter’s opening and closing and the detector’s rate of discharge were logged by a computer. The two
         sets of data were compared – and the patterns, unsurprisingly, matched. Except, of course, that the detector began discharging
         two seconds before the shutter opened, and ceased discharging two seconds before it closed.
      

      
      So, they replaced the isotope trigger with a manual control, and took turns trying to change the immutable future.

      
      Hazzard said, in an interview several months later: ‘At first, it seemed like some kind of perverse reaction-time test: instead
         of having to hit the green button when the green light came on, you had to try to hit the red button, and vice versa. And
         at first, I really believed I was “obeying” the signal only because I couldn’t discipline my reflexes to do anything so
         “difficult” as contradicting it. In retrospect, I know that was a rationalisation, but I was quite convinced at the time. So I had the computer swap the conventions – and of course, that didn’t
         help. Whenever the display said I was going to open the shutter – however it expressed that fact – I opened it.’
      

      
      ‘And how did that make you feel? Soulless? Robotic? A prisoner to fate?’
      

      
      ‘No, At first, just … clumsy. Uncoordinated. So clumsy I couldn’t hit the wrong button, no matter how hard I tried. And then,
         after a while, the whole thing began to seem perfectly … normal. I wasn’t being “forced” to open the shutter; I was opening
         it precisely when I felt like opening it, and observing the consequences – observing them before the event, yes, but that
         hardly seemed important any more. Wanting to “not open” it when I already knew that I would seemed as absurd as wanting
         to change something in the past that I already knew had happened. Does not being able to rewrite history make you feel “soulless”?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘This was exactly the same.’

      
      Extending the device’s range was easy; by having the detector itself trigger the shutter in a feedback loop, two seconds could
         become four seconds, four hours, or four days. Or four centuries – in theory. The real problem was bandwidth; simply blocking
         off the view of Chen’s galaxy, or not, coded only a single bit of information, and the shutter couldn’t be strobed at too
         high a rate, since the detector took almost half a second to lose enough charge to unequivocally signal a future exposure.
      

      
      Bandwidth is still a problem, although the current generation of Hazzard Machines have path lengths of a hundred light years,
         and detectors made up of millions of pixels, each one sensitive enough to be modulated at megabaud rates. Governments and
         large corporations use most of this vast capacity, for purposes that remain obscure – and still they’re desperate for more.
      

      
      As a birthright, though, everyone on the planet is granted one hundred and twenty-eight bytes a day. With the most efficient
         data-compression schemes, this can code about a hundred words of text; not enough to describe the future in microscopic detail,
         but enough for a summary of the day’s events.
      

      
      A hundred words a day; three million words in a lifetime. The last entry in my own diary was received in 2032, eighteen years
         before my birth, one hundred years before my death. The history of the next millennium is taught in schools: the end of famine
         and disease, the end of nationalism and genocide, the end of poverty, bigotry and superstition. There are glorious times ahead.
      

      
      If our descendants are telling the truth.

      
      The wedding was, mostly, just as I’d known it would be. The best man, Pria, had his arm in a sling from a mugging in the early
         hours of the morning – we’d laughed over that when we’d first met, in high school, a decade before.
      

      
      ‘But what if I stay out of that alley?’ he’d joked.

      
      ‘Then I’ll have to break it for you, won’t I? You’re not shunting my wedding day!’

      
      Shunting was a fantasy for children, the subject of juvenile schlock-ROMs. Shunting was what happened when you grimaced and sweated and gritted your teeth and absolutely refused to participate in something unpleasant that you knew was going to happen. In the ROMs, the offending future was magicked
         away into a parallel universe, by sheer mental discipline and the force of plot convenience. Drinking the right brand of cola
         also seemed to help.
      

      
      In real life, with the advent of the Hazzard Machines, the rates of death and injury through crime, natural disaster, industrial
         and transport accidents, and many kinds of disease, had certainly plummeted – but such events weren’t forecast and then paradoxically
         ‘avoided’; they simply, consistently, became increasingly rare in reports from the future – reports which proved to be as reliable as those from the past.
      

      
      A residue of ‘seemingly avoidable’ tragedies remains, though, and the people who know that they’re going to be involved react
         in different ways: some swallow their fate cheerfully; some seek comfort (or anaesthesia) in somnambulist religions; a few
         succumb to the wish-fulfilment fantasies of the ROMs, and go kicking and screaming all the way.
      

      
      When I met up with Pria, on schedule, in the Casualty Department of St Vincent’s, he was a bloody, shivering mess. His arm
         was broken, as expected. He’d also been sodomised with a bottle and slashed on the arms and chest. I stood beside him in a
         daze, choking on the sour taste of all the stupid jokes I’d made, unable to shake the feeling that I was to blame. I’d lie to him, lie to myself—
      

      
      As they pumped him full of painkillers and tranquillisers, he said, ‘Fuck it, James, I’m not letting on. I’m not going to
         say how bad it was; I’m not frightening that kid to death. And you’d better not, either.’ I nodded earnestly and swore that I wouldn’t; redundantly, of course, but the poor man was delirious.
      

      
      And when it was time to write up the day’s events, I dutifully regurgitated the light-hearted treatment of my friend’s assault
         that I’d memorised long before I even knew him.
      

      
      Dutifully? Or simply because the cycle was closed, because I had no choice but to write what I’d already read? Or … both? Ascribing
         motives is a strange business, but I’m sure it always has been. Knowing the future doesn’t mean we’ve been subtracted out
         of the equations that shape it. Some philosophers still ramble on about ‘the loss of free will’ (I suppose they can’t help
         themselves), but I’ve never been able to find a meaningful definition of what they think this magical thing ever was. The future has always been determined. What else could affect human actions, other than each individual’s – unique and complex – inheritance and past experience? Who we are decides what we do – and what greater ‘freedom’ could anyone demand? If ‘choice’ wasn’t grounded absolutely in cause and effect, what would
         decide its outcome? Meaningless random glitches from quantum noise in the brain? (A popular theory – before quantum indeterminism
         was shown to be nothing but an artefact of the old time-asymmetric worldview.) Or some mystical invention called the soul … but then what, precisely, would govern its behaviour? Laws of metaphysics every bit as problematical as those of neurophysiology.
      

      
      I believe we’ve lost nothing; rather, we’ve gained the only freedom we ever lacked: who we are is now shaped by the future, as well as the past. Our lives resonate like plucked strings, standing waves formed by the collision
         of information flowing back and forth in time.
      

      
      Information – and disinformation.

      
      Alison looked over my shoulder at what I’d typed. ‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ she said.

      
      I replied by hitting the CHECK key – a totally unnecessary facility, but that’s never stopped anyone using it. The text I’d just typed matched the received
         version precisely. (People have talked about automating the whole process – transmitting what must be transmitted, without any human intervention whatsoever – but nobody’s ever done it, so perhaps it’s impossible.)
      

      
      I hit SAVE, burning the day’s entry on to the chip that would be transmitted shortly after my death, then said – numbly, idiotically
         (and inevitably) – ‘What if I’d warned him?’
      

      
      She shook her head. ‘Then you’d have warned him. It still would have happened.’

      
      ‘Maybe not. Why couldn’t life turn out better than the diary, not worse? Why couldn’t it turn out that we’d made the whole
         thing up – that he hadn’t been attacked at all?’
      

      
      ‘Because it didn’t.’
      

      
      I sat at the desk for a moment longer, staring at the words that I couldn’t take back, that I never could have taken back. But my lies were the lies I’d promised to tell; I’d done the right thing, hadn’t I? I’d known for years exactly what I’d
         ‘choose’ to write – but that didn’t change the fact that the words had been determined, not by ‘fate’, not by ‘destiny’, but
         by who I was.
      

      
      I switched off the terminal, stood up and began undressing. Alison headed for the bathroom. I called out after her, ‘Do we
         have sex tonight, or not? I never say.’
      

      
      She laughed. ‘Don’t ask me, James. You’re the one who insisted on keeping track of these things.’

      
      I sat down on the bed, disconcerted. It was our wedding night, after all; surely I could read between the lines.

      
      But I never was much good at improvising.

      
      The Australian federal election of 2077 was the closest for fifty years, and would remain so for almost another century. A
         dozen independents – including three members of a new ignorance cult, called God Averts His Gaze – held the balance of power,
         but deals to ensure stable government had been stitched together well in advance, and would survive the four-year term.
      

      
      Consistently, I suppose, the campaign was also among the most heated in recent memory, or short-term anticipation. The soon-to-be
         Opposition Leader never tired of listing the promises the new Prime Minister would break; she in turn countered with statistics
         of the mess he’d create as Treasurer, in the mid-eighties. (The causes of that impending recession were still being debated
         by economists; most claimed it was an ‘essential precursor’ of the prosperity of the nineties, and that The Market, in its
         infinite, time-spanning wisdom, would choose/had chosen the best of all possible futures. Personally, I suspect it simply proved that even foresight was no cure for incompetence.)
      

      
      I often wondered how the politicians felt, mouthing the words they’d known they’d utter ever since their parents first showed
         them the future-history ROMs, and explained what lay ahead. No ordinary person could afford the bandwidth to send back moving
         pictures; only the newsworthy were forced to confront such detailed records of their lives, with no room for ambiguity or
         euphemism. The cameras, of course, could lie – digital video fraud was the easiest thing in the world – but mostly they didn’t. I wasn’t surprised that people made
         (seemingly) impassioned election speeches which they knew would get them nowhere; I’d read enough past history to realise
         that that had always been the case. But I’d like to have discovered what went on in their heads as they lip-synched their
         way through interviews and debates, parliamentary question time and party conferences, all captured in high-resolution holographic
         perfection for anterity. With every syllable, every gesture, known in advance, did they feel like they’d been reduced to twitching
         puppets? (If so, maybe that, too, had always been the case.) Or was the smooth flow of rationalisation as efficient as ever?
         After all, when I filled in my diary each night, I was just as tightly constrained, but I could – almost always – find a good
         reason to write what I knew I’d write.
      

      
      Lisa was on the staff of a local candidate who was due to be voted into office. I met her a fortnight before the election,
         at a fund-raising dinner. To date, I’d had nothing to do with the candidate, but at the turn of the century – by which time,
         the man’s party would be back in office yet again, with a substantial majority – I’d head an engineering firm which would
         gain several large contracts from state governments of the same political flavour. I’d be coy in my own description of the
         antecedents of this good fortune – but my bank statement included transactions six months in advance, and I duly made the generous donation that the records implied. In fact, I’d been a little shocked when I’d first seen the print-out, but
         I’d had time to accustom myself to the idea, and the de facto bribe no longer seemed so grossly out of character.
      

      
      The evening was dull beyond redemption (I’d later describe it as ‘tolerable’), but as the guests dispersed into the night,
         Lisa appeared beside me and said matter-of-factly, ‘I believe you and I are going to share a taxi.’
      

      
      I sat beside her in silence, while the robot vehicle carried us smoothly towards her apartment. Alison was spending the weekend
         with an old schoolfriend, whose mother would die that night. I knew I wouldn’t be unfaithful. I loved my wife, I always would. Or at least, I’d always claim to. But if that wasn’t proof enough, I couldn’t believe I’d keep such a secret from myself for the rest of my life.
      

      
      When the taxi stopped, I said, ‘What now? You ask me in for coffee? And I politely decline?’

      
      She said, ‘I have no idea. The whole weekend’s a mystery to me.’

      
      The elevator was broken; a sticker from Building Maintenance read: OUT OF ORDER UNTIL 11:06 a.m., 3/2/78. I followed Lisa up twelve flights of stairs, inventing excuses all the way: I was proving my freedom, my spontaneity – proving that my life was more than a fossilised pattern of events in time. But the truth was, I’d never felt trapped by my knowledge of the future, never felt any need to delude myself that I had
         the power to live any life but one. The whole idea of an unknown liaison filled me with panic and vertigo. The bland white
         lies that I’d already written were unsettling enough – but if anything at all could happen in the spaces between the words, then I no longer knew who I was, or who I might become. My whole life would
         dissolve into quicksand.
      

      
      I was shaking as we undressed each other.

      
      ‘Why are we doing this?’

      
      ‘Because we can.’

      
      ‘Do you know me? Will you write about me? About us?’
      

      
      She shook her head. ‘No.’

      
      ‘But … how long will this last? I have to know. One night? A month? A year? How will it end?’ I was losing my mind: how could I start something like this, when I didn’t even know how it would end?
      

      
      She laughed. ‘Don’t ask me. Look it up in your own diary, if it’s so important to you.’

      
      I couldn’t leave it alone, I couldn’t shut up. ‘You must have written something. You knew we’d share that taxi.’

      
      ‘No. I just said that.’

      
      ‘You—’ I stared at her.

      
      ‘It came true, though, didn’t it? How about that?’ She sighed, slid her hands down my spine, pulled me on to the bed. Down
         into the quicksand.
      

      
      ‘Will we—’

      
      She clamped her hand over my mouth.

      
      ‘No more questions. I don’t keep a diary. I don’t know anything at all.’

      
      Lying to Alison was easy; I was almost certain that I’d get away with it. Lying to myself was easier still. Filling out my
         diary became a formality, a meaningless ritual; I scarcely glanced at the words I wrote. When I did pay attention, I could
         barely keep a straight face: amidst the merely lazy and deceitful elision and euphemism were passages of deliberate irony
         which had been invisible to me for years, but which I could finally appreciate for what they were. Some of my paeans to marital
         bliss seemed ‘dangerously’ heavy-handed; I could scarcely believe that I’d never picked up the subtext before. But I hadn’t. There was no ‘risk’ of tipping myself off – I was ‘free’ to be every bit as sarcastic as I ‘chose’ to be.
      

      
      No more, no less.

      
      The ignorance cults say that knowing the future robs us of our souls; by losing the power to choose between right and wrong, we cease to be human. To them, ordinary people are literally the walking dead: meat puppets, zombies. The somnambulists
         believe much the same thing, but – rather than seeing this as a tragedy of apocalyptic dimensions – embrace the idea with
         dreamy enthusiasm. They see a merciful end to responsibility, guilt and anxiety, striving and failing: a descent into inanimacy,
         the leaching of our souls into a great cosmic spiritual blancmange, while our bodies hang around, going through the motions.
      

      
      For me, though, knowing the future – or believing that I did – never made me feel like a sleepwalker, a zombie in a senseless,
         amoral trance. It made me feel I was in control of my life. One person held sway across the decades, tying the disparate threads together, making sense of it all. How could that unity make me
         less than human? Everything I did grew out of who I was: who I had been, and who I would be.
      

      
      I only started feeling like a soulless automaton when I tore it all apart with lies.

      
      After school, few people pay much attention to history, past or future – let alone that grey zone between the two which used
         to be known as ‘current affairs’. Journalists continue to collect information and scatter it across time, but there’s no doubt
         that they now do a very different job than they did in pre-Hazzard days, when the live broadcast, the latest dispatch, had
         a real, if fleeting, significance. The profession hasn’t died out completely; it’s as if a kind of equilibrium has been reached
         between apathy and curiosity, and if we had any less news flowing from the future, there ‘would be’ a greater effort made
         to gather it and send it back. How valid such arguments can be – with their implications of dynamism, of hypothetical alternative
         worlds cancelled out by their own inconsistencies – I don’t know, but the balance is undeniable. We learn precisely enough
         to keep us from wanting to know any more.
      

      
      On 8 July, 2079, when Chinese troops moved into Kashmir to ‘stabilise the region’ – by wiping out the supply lines to the separatists within their own borders – I hardly gave it
         a second thought. I knew the UN would sort out the whole mess with remarkable dexterity; historians had praised the Secretary-General’s
         diplomatic resolution of the crisis for decades, and, in a rare move for the conservative Academy, she’d been awarded the
         Nobel Peace Prize three years in advance of the efforts which would earn it. My memory of the details was sketchy, so I called
         up The Global Yearbook. The troops would be out by 3 August; casualties would be few. Duly comforted, I got on with my life.
      

      
      I heard the first rumours from Pria, who’d taken to sampling the countless underground communications nets. Gossip and slander
         for computer freaks; a harmless enough pastime, but I’d always been amused by the participants’ conceit that they were ‘plugged
         in’ to the global village, that they had their fingers on the pulse of the planet. Who needed to be wired to the moment, when the past and the future could be examined at leisure? Who needed the latest unsubstantiated static, when a sober, considered
         version of events which had stood the test of time could be had just as soon – or sooner?
      

      
      So when Pria told me solemnly that a full-scale war had broken out in Kashmir, and that people were being slaughtered in the
         thousands, I said, ‘Sure. And Maura got the Nobel Prize for genocide.’
      

      
      He shrugged. ‘You ever heard of a man called Henry Kissinger?’

      
      I had to admit that I hadn’t.

      
      I mentioned the story to Lisa, disparagingly, confident that she’d laugh along with me. She rolled over to face me and said,
         ‘He’s right.’
      

      
      I didn’t know whether to take the bait; she had a strange sense of humour, she might have been teasing. Finally, I said, ‘He
         can’t be. I’ve checked. All the histories agree—’
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