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THE AGE OF DREAMS
CHAPTER 1: SUMMER SCHOOL
Seth flicked on the screen and chose a dream file. His sister Sarah had forgotten to log out and her personal dream library was viewable.
He watched the images swirl into form: row after row of brightly colored fabrics on racks under fluorescent lights; glass-topped tabletops sparkling with jewelry and thousands of polished shoes. Sarah swept into the room without his noticing.
“Watching my dreams again?” she said peevishly.
Seth pretended not to be startled: “Nothing interesting, believe me. Just another shopping dream. Your dream life sucks, Sarah!”
Sarah snatched the remote from her younger brother and clicked off, glaring at the back of his head. Seth felt her stare. “OK, I’m sorry. But what’s the point of having a dream recorder if you don’t share your dreams with anybody?”
“You don’t share yours with me.”
Seth arched a brow, trying to look mysterious: “You couldn’t handle my dreams.”
Sarah was in her mom gear: “Well, see if you can handle this. I have to go to work and I want you to clean the place up while I'm gone.”
Seth was surprised: “Work? What about summer vacation?”
Sarah sighed. “Yeah, well, there’s a departmental meeting. Looks like I might lose my vacation again this year. So don’t mess with me, Seth; I’ve been in better moods.”
*****
Sarah drove to the university in New York State where she was an associate professor of archeology. She was irritated about having to go to work. She had managed to avoid having classes in the summer session, only to have her vacation plans scuttled at the last minute. The department head had committed her to work on a special project without even consulting her. She wondered if she would ever find time for a personal life.
Unexpectedly, Sarah was about to be at the bleeding edge of dream technology research. Five years before, two electrical engineering students in Nairobi had discovered that the brainwaves emitted during dreams create electrostatic patterns in hair that can be interpreted as sounds and images - and real-time sequences of sounds and images – by scanning for patterns of polarity and changes in charge intensity at the molecular level.
Generally speaking, the finer the hair, the higher the resolution, so mats of chinchilla hair were interwoven with extremely fine wire sensors and inserted into pillows, where they relayed impulses to digital recording devices. The dream sequences could be replayed, complete with sound and movement – even color.
Since the breakthrough, most people, including Sarah, had formed the habit of starting or ending each day by watching their previous night’s dreams. Everyone with an iDream machine could record, play, and interpret their own dreams – and share them (or parts of them) with friends and family.
Popular entertainment was transformed as a new wave of dream-related “reality” television shows flooded the screen. Celebrity dreams and novelty shows replaced fiction as popular entertainment and “World’s Funniest Dreams” had been the number one show for three years running.
The possible uses of recordable dreams seemed endless. They were studied in psychotherapy, allowing doctors to monitor the effects of medications and other treatments on their patients’ subconscious minds. Hidden traumas that had distorted people’s lives for years were revealed and could be discussed and better understood.
In law enforcement, the dreams of incarcerated suspects were monitored in the hope that involuntary clues would be unveiled. Though not admissible as evidence, dreams often confirmed hunches and led investigators to crime scenes or accessories to crimes.
People tried to manipulate their dreams to make them more interesting by thinking obsessively about their favorite things before sleep, or stocking up on pizza, ice cream, or special herbal teas before bedtime in the belief that this would make their dreams more vivid. Recorded subliminal messages or music were played through ear phones during sleep in an effort to influence dream mood and content.
Sarah grumbled as she arrived at the university. She knew that the summer research project involved dream technology, but she couldn’t imagine how. She hoped it wasn’t just another way to exploit poor graduate students as guinea pigs or, worse yet, use her knowledge of ancient archetypes to interpret modern dreams. What a waste of her time that would be! What on Earth could an archeologist contribute to the study of dreams, she wondered?
The briefing took place in the department lounge. The sounds of students playing soccer outside filtered through the blinds and made Sarah feel like a delinquent forced to attend summer school. Seven people were present - two visiting scientists sitting beside Byron, the department head, professors Jonathan and Megan, Megan’s pet graduate student Carla, and Sarah. Byron opened the meeting.
“OK, I know you hate me for complicating your summers, but you’ll thank me for it in the end. Secrecy was necessary because one or more of you will be working on a project that will be the envy of every archeology department in the world. We didn’t want to alert any would-be competitors.”
He nodded at the scientists sitting to his right. “Craig and Barney here represent DreamTech, Inc. I know you’ve all heard of it - the company that developed the dream recorder. They’ve made a discovery that will revolutionize archeology. I’ll let Craig explain.”
Craig seemed about 45, tall, with casual clothes, sandals, lively blue eyes, sandy hair, and broad smiling features and gestures. He was practically drooling to speak during Byron’s introduction - clearly excited about this project, whatever it was, and impatient to spill the beans. Sarah felt a twinge of attraction.
“Bottom line is that we can retrieve dreams from the hair of people and animals long dead. The electrostatic fingerprints created by brainwaves in life survive indefinitely in the hair. They can be turned into sounds and images by scanning instruments years after they have been made.”
He paused for impact. He looked Sarah in the eye. She spoke first. “So any hair preserved from the past has the potential for dream recovery?”
Craig winked at her and replied. “Yep, that’s it! So far, we’ve tested it on samples of hair from our great grandmothers’ lockets, things like that. The drawback is that old hair only records the final brainwaves before a person’s death - or a haircut. Regular dream recorders give us a continuous stream of data, but we can only get snapshots from the past, or sometimes brief sequences that last for a second or two at most.”
Craig waited for more questions, but everyone was lost in their imaginations. He continued: “Soooo, we’re here to see what can get from the hair samples in your museum collections – mammoth fur, your bog person, mummies, things like that. And we’re counting on you to help us understand the images. What we need is hair that has been close enough to the skull to be affected by brainwaves. That’s why human hair is ideal.”
“Sounds flaky to me,” said Megan. Byron laughed, but she ignored it. “It’s hard for me to believe that a measurable charge could survive for any length of time. Seems like ambient radiation would eventually erase everything. Are you sure the dreams you’ve been getting from old hair haven’t been coming from somewhere else? You know, the equivalent of DNA contamination?””
Craig smiled. “Yeah, we’re sure they’re from the past. Our instruments are very sensitive and we scan the hair many, many times. Then we amplify the signals and filter out background noise. We’ve recognized people and places in our great grandparents’ dreams from old photographs. No doubt about it - it’s for real!”
Byron spoke up: “I want all of you to be available for the next couple of weeks at least to help with the research. Make your museum specimens available and answer any questions that might arise about the images and their historical context – assuming we’re lucky enough to get some images.”
*****
As the meeting broke up, Craig approached Sarah. Gesturing over his shoulder at his colleague Barney, he asked her: “Would you like to join us for coffee?”
“I’m not a coffee person,” said Sarah a little too brusquely. She felt ungracious and relented: “How about the Thai place up the street for tea and eggrolls?”
It was agreed. Craig and Sarah conversed as they walked, with Barney bringing up the rear. The much younger, bespectacled Barney said little at the meeting and seemed very much in the shadow of his tall, dynamic, and well-spoken colleague.
Sarah was 32, tall and trim, with long dark brown hair and large green eyes framed by wide and expressive Lauren Bacall eyebrows. She lived with her brother Seth, a 22 year-old student/slacker. Never married, nor in a relationship since college, Sarah focused on her work, in which she specialized in goddess cults of the ancient Near East. Her fantasy and work lives were rich and satisfying, but her social life was stale and lonely.
After taking their seats and ordering curries instead of egg rolls, Sarah and the men looked at each other and suddenly realized they were total strangers and had nothing more to say for now about the experiment. Craig decided to break the ice with a sledgehammer. Leaning towards Sarah, he winked and said, “So, I thought all lady archeologists looked like mummies!”
Sarah looked him over like a leech in her bathwater. “Uh, right. You’re talking about some of my dearest friends, you know.” Turning to Barney, she asked, “Tell me, why did they send two of you? Isn’t one technician enough?”
Barney laughed. Craig took the point and shrugged, “Can’t blame me for trying.”
“Sure I can!” Sarah shot back. “Insulting women and archeologists isn’t the best way to start a business relationship with a ‘lady archeologist’.” Again, she relented. “But, we are going to work together, so let’s forget it.”
Craig nodded. “Gotcha. Too bad, though...”
Sarah ignored him and looked at Barney: “So why does a big company like DreamTech care about archeology?”
Barney replied: “Publicity, mostly. The marketing people think we can use this in advertising. Plus - let's face it - DreamTech has more money than it knows what to do with. This is a good way of wasting it for tax purposes.”
Sarah understood. “Anyway, if this really does work, it’ll be a lot more interesting than those awful TV ‘dream/reality’ shows.”
*****
That evening at home, Sarah withdrew into her meteorite collection. She had 17 of them, carefully displayed on top of her dresser, ranging in size from a lima bean to a spectacular iron specimen weighing 75 pounds. That piece was her pride and joy, full of holes and tunnels like Swiss cheese, sliced and polished on one side to show the shiny metal within.
She spent a lot of time with her meteorites. She loved to imagine them hurtling through space, completely alone for millions of years, moving at high speed past planets and stars until they smashed into Earth, their brilliant light transfixing everyone who saw them coming.
Sarah had chosen her profession because she found security in the past. Whenever she handled an artifact or read an ancient text, she felt connected to something handmade and human, from a time when every object was born of human sweat and creativity. A sweet stream of memory seemed to flow from her mind to her heart when she contemplated the remnants of time – whether an old bone, or coin, or even a meteorite. She could taste it and smell it and feel it – and feel connected and comforted. There was pain and sorrow in the past, but they were over. Only the beauty and warmth and wonder remained – and endured.
She could never explain this to her colleagues, and she didn’t try. This made her feel apart – out of synch in her profession and disconnected from the modern scientific world, where everything seemed digital and rational and cold. Living in the past – and in the presence of its remains – made her feel more secure, more grounded and less alone.
That night, Sarah dreamt of being chased around the department lounge by Craig with a pair of scissors, determined to cut off her hair for testing.
CHAPTER 2: FIRST GLIMPSE
The first dream recovery experiment would use a sample of mammoth fur from Siberia, carbon dated at 40,000 years old. Craig and Barney set up the scanning apparatus on a lab table – much less complicated than Sarah had expected. Two wide screen laptops and a thick, shoebox-sized scanner with dozens of needle-like adjustment rods at one end was all there was to it. The scanner made an alarmingly loud buzzing noise when operating. It scanned and rescanned each millimeter of hair fiber hundreds of times, intensifying the subtlest of residual information. Its rhythmic sound seemed to keep time with the throbbing light and hiss on one computer screen while the other displayed a forest of gyrating bar graphs and line tracings.
As if transporting some holy relic, a lab technician brought in a fragment of frozen mammoth with a long fringe of orange fur. The hairs were gently placed on the scanner and testing began. At first, all eyes were glued to the screen, straining for a glimpse of the distant past in the pulsating whiteness. But after three full days of absolutely nothing but static and endless reprogramming and sensor adjusting; everyone but Sarah, Craig, and Barney had drifted away.
And suddenly – there it was! It lasted only a second – a faint image fading to nothing almost immediately. But Sarah would never forget it. Out of the snow came a vision of five identical human hunters, like so many wooden Indians, staring at the viewer. All of them were nose-less, with long beards and very close-set eyes – apparently how human features were perceived by the mammoth, at least in a dream. Each hunter held a spear. But what elevated the scene from simply astonishing to unforgettable was the fragment of a human shout that could be heard at the end. It sent shivers through everyone’s goose bumps.
Sarah, Craig, and Barney bundled into a group hug and danced around the lab. “Yesss! Sweeet! Oh my God! Holy Shit!” – all of the customary scientific hyperbole rang through the departmental halls and offices. Soon, a crowd of students, professors, and secretaries squeezed into the lab to see what was up. After breathless explanations and an instant replay, everyone burst into boisterous applause and wild-eyed celebration all over again.
Sarah had always snickered a little at science programs that showed researchers talking hip and acting like rock stars at the Grammies. There was always some guy with a filthy beard and a computer screen reflection in his glasses gushing into the camera, with several graduate students high-fiving in the background.
“Give me a break!” she would think. Enthusiasm was always good, but this kind of celebration seemed to belie the patient, lonely work behind almost every discovery – and the disappointing fact that only a handful of colleagues could ever really share the excitement. However, this was one of those moments when Sarah put aside her cynicism (jealousy, she sometimes wondered?) and felt like a rock star.
*****
The next afternoon – at DreamTech’s urging – Byron and Sarah held a press conference to announce the discovery and show the video to the public. An enhanced version was broadcast in extremely slow-motion. An off-camera reporter asked: “So what’s next, Professor Connelly?”
Sarah replied: “We're going to test other very old hair samples to see what we can find. Mummies, Indian scalps, bog people. You name it. This is a very exciting breakthrough. It opens up all sorts of possibilities for research.”
Byron hastily added: “The scientific community owes an enormous ‘thank you’ to DreamTech, Incorporated for this technology!”
As she drove home after the press conference, Sarah reflected in wonder: Even though the image recorded a dream rather than reality, it was still an actual glimpse of the past. She remembered her idle fantasies that some hollow silver artifact might have accidentally taken a photograph and there actually were cases where bowls from ancient pottery wheels had recorded sounds, like vinyl records. But this video far exceeded her hopes. This brought the world of her imagination to life.
CHAPTER 3: DOOMSDAY
Meanwhile, back at the apartment, Seth was watching his favorite TV show – “Amazing Dreams” - where people showed their most unusual or interesting dreams to the viewing public. The host strode across the stage, waving to the studio audience as the announcer oozed a greeting: “Welcome everybody to ‘Amazing Dreams!’ And here is your host, Roger Everett!”
Roger beamed: “Thank you! Thank you all! Tonight we have a very special show. Our first guest has had a dream that will make you feel hungry and light-headed at the same time. Please welcome Olivia Stewart!”
The audience applauded as Olivia strolled onto the stage and embraced Roger. Olivia was rather large. Roger kissed her on the mouth and said, “Good evening, Olivia, and welcome to our show!”
Olivia was nervous: “Hi, Roger. It's good to be here.”
“So, do you always have amazing dreams, Olivia, or was this one of a kind?”
Seth was hanging on every word; this was his favorite TV show.
Olivia responded: “Well, this dream was more amazing than most, Roger. It’s a little embarrassing but…I hope you like it.”
Roger replied as he swung his fist in a wide loop, as if bowling: “I'm sure we will! So let's roll your Amazing Dream!”
The dream video began with a group of about 10 people seated at a table, eating a turkey dinner. Gradually, all of the people began to grow in size until they were enormously fat. They began to float through the air, bouncing off each other like giant beach balls. One by one, their bodies merged together like bubbles until there was only one enormous body with Olivia's head, floating about 5 feet above the table. Then the turkey came to life, got off of the serving tray, grew white feathers, and started pecking at Olivia's feet. She tried to pull away, but the turkey jumped and flew after her, pecking at her belly. With a loud bang, Olivia popped like a balloon. She and all of the other guests fell back into their places at the table and their original sizes and resumed eating. The turkey dropped its feathers and crawled back onto the serving tray.
Roger had his hand on his forehead. “Now, that was an Amazing Dream!”
The audience applauded wildly. When they stopped, Roger carried on: “My next guest is a world-famous author and psychic and he's here to share his Amazing Dream with us. Please welcome – Algernon Flemming!”
A man in his late 70’s wearing a gray suit walked stiffly toward Roger, who greeted him with a handshake: “Welcome Algernon! And what makes your dream so amazing?”
“Well, Roger, ever since I was young, I've had dreams of things that came true. The first time was when I was a small boy. I dreamed that President Kennedy would be shot - two days before he was. My prophetic dreams happened so often that I began to work with a psychologist who specialized in the paranormal. Through the years, my dreams predicted the attacks on 9-11, the tsunami of 2004, the earthquakes of 2010, and the eruption of 2022, almost exactly as they occurred. All in all, my dreams have verifiably come true 343 times in the last 35 years.
The audience applauded on cue as Roger exclaimed: “Wow! That is truly amazing! Tell me, do you always dream of disasters?”
“No, but only the disasters seem to come true.”
“Interesting!” Roger wound up his fist. “And now everybody, time to roll Algernon’s ‘Amazing Dream’!”
Seth was transfixed as the dream video was played. From the beginning, the images were horrifying - scenes of cities and well-known landmarks around the world, all on fire. It was a vision of a world submerged in flames. The studio audience moaned and shouted in fear as they watched the devastation. There was complete silence after the dream had been shown. Roger was speechless at first. Algernon stood with his hands folded and a disconcerting grin on his face.
Finally, Roger found his voice: “Do…do your dreams always come true?”
The prophet nodded his head deeply as if to say yes, but instead pronounced the word “No. But they usually do. Especially the ones I dream over and over again – like this one. Sometimes things turn out a little differently. Like I dreamed that helicopters hit the twin towers instead of planes.”
Seth was shaken. It must be true, he thought. That dude looks serious – and he’s been right all those times. The world’s going to freakin’ end and I’m still stuck in school!
Seth was a frustrated young man. Both of his parents had been killed in a small plane crash eight years before, when he was 14, and he had found himself under the control of his nerdy sister, 10 years older. She left him alone most of the time, except for nagging him about school and stuff. He never took more than 10 credit hours a semester, changed his major with each new girlfriend, took summers off, and hadn’t had a job since he was 17. But Sarah was too busy with her career and her meteorites to hold him to anything.
Truth was: Seth had no desire to grow up and move on. He felt cheated out of his childhood by his parents’ deaths and was in no hurry to let go of this substitute arrangement. Sarah didn’t seem to mind that much – having him around kept her from being alone, he figured. She hardly ever had anyone over, so he certainly wasn’t in the way.
CHAPTER 4: FOSSIL DREAMS
Seth practically tackled Sarah at the front door when she got home, her arms full of books and grocery bags.
“Did you see the press conference?” she asked.
“The what?” he replied. “Uh no, I forgot to watch. But what do you think about the prediction? Didn’t you hear about it – on ‘Amazing Dreams’? Is the world gonna end?”
Sarah had no idea what her younger brother was talking about. She tossed him a tired, bewildered glance.
“No, I’m serious!” he protested. “Haven’t you heard? A famous psychic dreamed that the world is going to end in a blaze. It was on ‘Amazing Dreams’ and this guy has been right hundreds of times. He dreamed about 9-11 before it happened. And the eruption in Sumatra.”
Sarah dumped her stuff in an easy chair and sighed. “Seth, people have been predicting the end of the world for thousands of years. Hasn’t happened yet. And if it did happen, what on Earth could we do about it?”
“We could stop wasting our time going to work and school, that’s what. We could try to have a good time before it’s all over.”
“Well, Seth, it seems like you’ve been expecting the end of the world for a very long time now,” Sarah replied with an arching brow.
Sam gave her a scowl and shook his head. “I’m seeeerious, Sarah! You should have seen the audience on the show. Everyone was scared pissless. It’ll be in the news tonight for sure.”
Sarah grabbed Seth by the arm and dragged him to the laptop. She punched in “doomsday cults” and left the room, saying “Here, read some of that! You’ll see this is nothing new.”
Seth could see it was pointless to argue with her. She didn’t see how different this was. She was always living in the past, saying there was “nothing new under the sun.” But this time the prophet’s dream had been recorded and could be seen by everyone. He looked up the TV segment and watched Algernon’s dream for the twentieth time.
*****
After the mammoth dream segment was made public, Sarah and her colleagues became temporary celebrities, interviewed by every news service. She quickly tired of all the media attention, anxious to explore the other possibilities for research. What insights into ancient culture might be hidden in the hair of mummies or bog people? Or from the corpses of people frozen in ice thousands of years ago? She couldn’t wait to find out.
Moving to a private office near the university museum where the press couldn’t interfere, Sarah, Craig, and Barney scanned the remains that were at hand. They began with the mummy of a Middle Kingdom Egyptian nobleman by the name of Men-ru-set. His hair was thin and somewhat brittle, and Jonathan, the professor of Egyptology, was reluctant to let them scan it. However, while demonstrating the lack of material, he accidentally broke off enough hair for the experiment to proceed. This time the scanning only took an afternoon to produce results: a very brief glimpse of a jackal-headed god with large, luminous, smiling eyes.
Jonathan was impressed: “This is incredible! Men-ru-set must have known he was dying - his last dream was of Anubis. The Egyptians believed that Anubis would lead the departed soul into the afterlife!”
Sarah was struck by the warmth and intelligence in Anubis’ eyes, like those in depictions of the Indian monkey god Hanuman.
Jonathan gave them access to the hair of a nameless mummy found in the Valley of Kings. This time, the dream lasted almost two full seconds! It was a dream about flying - a brief view of a city on the banks of the Nile as seen from above. Colorful flags on tall poles could be seen and a faint flutter and bird call could be heard. Brilliantly painted temple columns flashed into view and then disappeared.
Sarah realized that very little information was likely to come from each specimen. The sequences were too short and subjective to reveal very much about life in ancient times. Nevertheless, she was convinced that a catalog should be made of all retrievable dreams for further study. She spoke with Jonathan about the need for an extended stay in Egypt, where there was more ancient hair than anywhere else.
“Well, I’m not going over there,” said Jonathan. “Mummies aren’t my specialty.”
Jonathan was one of those sad academics who had lost interest in his field shortly after getting his tenure. Worse, he was an Egyptologist who didn’t like Egypt – the food and climate didn’t agree with him. So his career had boiled down to lecturing, writing abstruse articles about linguistics, and working on a treatise that he had no serious intention of ever completing.
Sarah could see this was going to be her project, which suited her just fine. She was game for some travel and fascinated by the possibilities. Byron agreed to let her take the lead and to relieve her of classroom duties for the next semester at least. DreamTech would fund whatever they wanted to do and he wanted to keep the project going as long as possible.
After the University’s mummy collection had been exhausted, attention turned to the museum’s “bog person” – a shriveled, raisin-like, black corpse recovered from a peat bog in Denmark and carbon dated to the first century before Christ. The facial details were scrunched up but remarkably well-preserved, down to the five o’clock shadow on the young man’s face. His arms and legs were bound with leather thongs, and a heavy stone had been suspended from his ankles.
Megan explained: “We think he was sacrificed to the fertility goddess to ensure abundant crops, so his last dream was probably pretty nasty.”
Like Men-ru-set, this man knew that his death was imminent, but his last dream was very different: nothing but food. Just a brief, sweeping view of a table heaped with golden cakes, black loaves, pots and cauldrons full of stews and meats and porridges. It seemed a strange dream to have the night before one’s death. But Megan pointed out that this man had apparently been sacrificed to ensure plentiful food for his people, and his stomach had contained the remnants of a ritual feast he had been given shortly before he died.
CHAPTER 5: ICE DREAMS
The next morning, Sarah, Craig, and Barney were on their way to meet with Byron to discuss their findings, publication options, future plans. The museum collection had been exhausted and Byron wanted suggestions for new research directions.
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