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  Love and Truth at Universe End



   


  “Sounds a lot like the Fermi Paradox,” Sheila muttered under her breath.


  “The what?” said Ellie, Mia’s non-geek roommate. Not that Mia was much of a geek herself. But she’d never been the popular alpha girl either, unlike Ellie, who always seemed to dominate whatever group she was a part of. 


  “Is that, like, one of those science fictiony things you’re always talking about?” Jenny (Sheila’s roommate) asked—and unlike Ellie, she didn’t mean the question as an insult. Though maybe Mia was being unfair. Sitting at a Denny’s at 2AM, eating pancakes and hash browns and omelets as a late night snack / dinner / early morning breakfast before classes the next day, everyone’s filters were either off or shot to hell. Or both. In any case, Sheila didn’t seem to be insulted by either of them (yet), and that was the important part. 


  “Yeah,” she said. “The Fermi Paradox—it’s basically the idea that if there is intelligent life in the universe, we should have already detected it by now. So where have all the aliens gone?”


  A very awkward and uncomfortable (for Mia, at least) silence ensued, which was unfortunate, since this was the first time Sheila had spoken up all evening. When Mia’s latest Tinder match had ghosted her after their second date, Ellie had brought them all together to help her commiserate. Never mind that they were all swamped with homework and midterms. Still, even though Mia would have never put something like this together, she had to admit she was grateful that her roommate had dragged her, not quite kicking and screaming (but close), out to Denny’s with everyone else. But with the way Sheila was squirming under everyone else’s gaze, Mia wished she was lucid enough to come up with some humorous quip to break the awkwardness. 


  Anya beat her to it. “Is there intelligent life on tinder?” 


  Everyone laughed, including Sheila. Thank you, Anya, Mia thought, laughing harder than the rest of them. Anya was a friend of Jenny’s, and was from Estonia or Latvia or somewhere around there. Not only was she sharp as a knife, but she was also one of those girls who could get a date with any guy—and often did. Jenny was a bit like that, too. Perhaps it was because she looked and talked a bit like a valley girl—which was unfortunate, since Mia knew she was probably the smartest of the five of them. But Anya was definitely the sharpest. 


  “I know, right?” said Ellie, quickly dominating the conversation again. “All I ever get are dick picks and eggplant emojis. Is there any man out there who wants me for more than my body?”


  “It must have been so much easier back before online dating,” Jenny agreed. “Back when it was, like, ‘oh, we have chemistry, let’s see how much we have in common.’ Now, it’s like, ‘we have a lot in common, so let’s see if we have any chemistry.’ Good luck with that!”


  “Good luck,” said Anya, nodding in agreement. 


  “Did they ever solve it?” Mia asked, turning to Sheila. Commiserating about how much dating sucked was fine and all, but she was starting to get a little tired of that, and the Fermi Paradox had sounded kind of interesting. Or maybe, since it was 2AM, she was finally in the right mood to talk about aliens. 


  “The Fermi Paradox?” Sheila asked, a bit surprised.


  “Yeah. Did they ever figure it out?”


  Everyone around the table stopped to listen. To Mia’s dismay, Sheila started to wilt.


  “Well, I don’t—no, not really. That’s why it’s still a paradox, I guess.”


  “What about those UFO sightings that your military recently admitted to?” Anya asked with a twinkle in her eye.


  Mia frowned. “UFO sightings?”


  “Yes. Didn’t you hear? They just came out and admitted that they were real. Objects shaped like tic-tacs accelerating to impossible speeds without any discernible form of propulsion. They’re even issuing patents with the ‘UFO technology.’” 


  “I think they call them UADs now,” Jenny interjected as she pulled a strand of her blond hair out of her eyes. “‘Unidentified Aerial Phenomena,’ instead of ‘Unidentified Flying Objects.’ Which is totally lame, since ‘UFO’ is much cooler.”


  “Agreed” said Ellie, mostly just to get the last word.


  “We still don’t know much of anything about those,” said Sheila, getting into the conversation now. “They could have come from another planet, or they could be a secret military project by some other country. Or by us.”


  “Does the Fermi Paradox have anything do do with the Drake Equation that you were telling me about the other day?” Jenny asked her roommate.


  “Yes,” said Sheila, the relief obvious in her voice.


  “What’s the Drake Equation?” Mia asked, leaning forward.


  Jenny’s face lit up immediately. “So, get this: the Drake Equation is practically the bedrock of all the old science fiction that Sheila likes to read. The idea is, like, with what we know about the conditions necessary for intelligent life to evolve on a world like ours, we should be able to calculate how commonly it happens.”


  “Huh?” said Ellie. Mia wasn’t sure she followed it either.


  “It goes like this,” said Sheila, taking over from her roommate. “You start with the total number of stars in the universe. Then, figure out how many of those stars have a planet like ours: not too hot, not too cold, with plenty of liquid water and all of the other conditions necessary for life. Then, figure out what fraction of those planets have had life on them long enough for intelligence to evolve, especially to the point where they start to send out radio transmissions—” 


  “Why radio transmissions?” asked Ellie, frowning.


  “Because that’s something that we can actually detect. If alien life has only reached the bronze age or the iron age, there’s no way we’re going to be able to see it—not with the vast distances of space between stars.” 


  “So for all that we know, half the stars in our sky could have aliens that are, like, still wearing togas and sandals,” Jenny interjected, giggling.  


  But the joke went completely over Sheila’s head—or maybe it was just 2AM and they were all a bit ragged. “Not really,” she said. “If you look at the development of our own civilization, we were only in the classical period for a couple of millennia. On a galactic timescale, that’s barely an eye-blink.”


  “So stone age tools and hunter-gatherers,” Anya offered.


  “Yeah. Something like that. And if they were, we’d never know about it, because hunter-gatherers don’t produce anything that lets us know they’re there—not across multiple light-years, anyway.”


  “So if they have radio,” said Jenny, “we can, like, listen in on their music and stuff.”


  “Right,” said Sheila. “The idea is that, at a certain point, intelligence evolves to the point where we should be able to detect it, and the Drake Equation is supposed to calculate how many of those intelligences there actually are.”


  “Doesn’t sound like there should be any,” Ellie muttered. Mia could tell that she would have asked “what’s a light-year?” but didn’t want to look stupid in front of Jenny and Anya.


  “You would think that,” said Jenny, her face lighting up, “but the thing is, there are, like hundreds of billions of stars in our galaxy alone—and most of them have planets, too! So, like, even if only a fraction of a fraction of them can support life, that’s still hundreds of thousands of planets.” 


  “And that’s where the Fermi Paradox comes in,” Sheila added. “Even with all of the variables, the Drake Equation tells us that there should be intelligent life out there that we can detect. But there isn’t.” 


  “Sounds a bit like the dating scene around here,” Anya remarked with a grin. “After all, how many people live in the greater metro area? About two million. And how many of those are single men? Hundreds of thousand, at least.” 


  “And how many of those are looking for a relationship?” Mia added. 


  “And how many of those have careers with more earnings potential than our own?” Ellie added, catching on.


  “And how many of those are smart and well-read enough to carry an intelligent conversation?” Sheila added her own contribution.


  “And how many of those want, like, children and a family?” Jenny added eagerly. 


  Ellie snorted. “Judging from all of the dick picks I get, not a lot.”


  “But that’s the thing,” said Sheila, leaning forward. “If you can cut through all the noise, it shouldn’t really matter, because they do exist. For example, let’s say for the sake of an argument that there’s two hundred and fifty thousand single, available men in our area. Then let’s say that half of those are looking for a serious relationship.” 


  “That's one hundred twenty five thousand,” Jenny calculated for her.


  “Right. Then, say half of those have good earnings potential, half of those are smart enough to be interesting, and half of those are looking to start a family. How many does that leave us with?” 


  “Uh, just a sec,” said Jenny as she stopped and squinted one eye to think. “That’s a little more than fifteen thousand, I think.”


  “Fifteen thousand?” said Ellie incredulously. The waiter chose that moment to quietly refill their water glasses, but she didn’t let that stop her. “Fifteen thousand, in a city of two million? That’s nothing.”


  “No,” said Sheila, passing her half-empty glass to the end of the booth. “That’s fifteen thousand men who meet all of our qualifications.” 


  Ellie rolled her eyes. “Oh, I have a lot more qualifications than that.” 


  That was certainly true. Mia couldn’t help but inwardly roll her eyes as she thought of all the times that she and Ellie had talked about their qualifications, when it was just the two of them alone in their dorm. It sometimes seemed like Ellie’s favorite thing to talk about—which probably explained why she never got much further than a first or second date (though, to be fair, she still got plenty of those).


  And what were Mia’s qualifications? She didn’t get nearly as many matches as Ellie, Jenny, or Anya, and the few matches that she did get often ended like this last one, with the guy ghosting her. She sometimes didn’t feel that she had the luxury of coming up with her own list of qualifications—that if she wanted to date at all, she would have to just be happy with whatever (or whoever) she got. But if she could choose her ideal guy, he would probably be kind, patient, easy-going, and a little bit quirky. But not too much. 


  “Then run them through the equation,” Anya was saying. “And I’m willing to bet that on some of the variables, you’ll find there are much more than half.”


  “Yeah,” said Ellie, “but I’ll bet that less than half of those men are looking for anything more than a quick lay.”


  “So factor that into the equation,” said Sheila. “Call it ten percent, or maybe twenty. And after you’ve factored in all of your qualifications, remember: unlike the Fermi Paradox, all it really takes to solve it is one.”


  “But what if there isn’t one?” Mia heard herself say. 


  Ellie gave her a look of concern, but the others were too into the conversation (or just too tired) to notice. “Oh, there’s got to be at least one guy out there,” Anya said quickly. “The real question is whether there are enough ‘ones’ for all of us to go around.”


  “And, like, that’s where the analogy breaks down,” said Jenny. “Because the Drake Equation isn’t about matching alien civilizations with each other—though that would be pretty cool if it was.”


  “Right,” said Sheila. “It’s just about whether intelligent life exists.”


  “So why doesn’t it seem to exist?” Mia asked, eager to change the topic away from guys and dating.


  “There are a lot of theories, but they all basically come down to the idea of a great filter: that at some later point in their evolution, all intelligent civilization have to pass through something that filters most of them out.” 


  “A ‘filter’?” Mia asked. 


  “Yeah,” said Jenny. “Like, maybe every time a civilization becomes as advanced as ours, they have a massive world-ending war that kills them all off.” 


  “Youch,” said Anya, taking a bite of her half-eaten omelet. 


  “Or maybe they burn through all of their home world’s resources before they can expand to other planets,” Sheila added. “But it doesn’t have to be that they all die off. Maybe they’re still out there, but the problem is that we just can’t detect them.” 


  “Why not?” Mia asked.


  “Well, maybe civilizations that are more advanced than ours get to the point where they stop using radio. Or maybe, when they’re advanced enough, they build a mega-structure like a Dyson Sphere that blocks out all light from their sun.”


  “A ‘Dyson Sphere’?” Ellie asked, feigning incredulity. It wasn’t hard for Mia to tell that she was totally lost again.


  Jenny’s eyes lit up as if on cue. “Yeah! Sheila was telling me about those things.” It’s like, when the aliens build a giant superstructure that totally encases their sun, so that they can harness all the energy from it.”


  “Seriously?” said Ellie. Now she was definitely incredulous.


  “Or maybe the simple truth is that space is just too big, and the speed of light is an absolute barrier that we just can’t overcome,” said Anya.  


  “Perhaps,” Sheila concurred. “Even if we could travel at a significant fraction of the speed of light, it would still take centuries to get to the nearest star with a known planet like ours. And radio signals can only go so far before they dissipate into the background noise.”


  “Just like finding that perfect match among all those peach and eggplant emojis,” Anya pointed out to Ellie.


  “Or, like, online dating out in the boonies,” Jenny added.


  A depressed silence fell over all of them again. Sheila’s eyes wandered to the one other table in the restaurant that had been occupied when they got there, but was now in the process of being cleaned by the waiter. He worked with quiet efficiency, almost to the point where he was invisible. Sheila wondered if he enjoyed working the Denny’s graveyard shift. He probably saw a lot of weird and eccentric people.


  “I don’t think that guy is on any of the dating apps,” Ellie remarked.


  Anya squinted. “You don’t think so?”


  “No. I’ve certainly never seen him, and I’ve scrolled all the way through Tinder multiple times.” She turned to Mia. “You should make a pass at him.”


  “What?” Mia exclaimed, mortified.  


  “Yeah!” said Jenny. “You should pass him a note when he gives us the bill. See if he’ll give you his number.” 


  “Here,” said Anya, pulling a hot pink pen out of her purse. “Use this.”


  Blood rushed to Mia’s cheeks, but there was no backing down now—not when everyone was so eager to see her do it. Besides, he was kind of cute. She took Anya’s pen and an unused napkin and tried to think of something witty.


  “So are we just as alone in the universe as we are in the dating scene?” she asked, mostly just to keep the conversation going. The last thing she wanted was for all of them to offer her suggestions when the waiter was still within earshot.


  Sheila shrugged. “We don’t know for sure, but it certainly looks that way.”


  “Or maybe,” said Ellie, leaning forward conspiratorially. “Maybe the aliens just don’t use space travel.”


  “Didn’t we already bring that up?” Sheila asked, frowning. 


  “No. Anya said that maybe the distances are just impossible—and maybe they are. But what if the aliens found some other way to get around the universe?”


  “Like alternate dimensions?” said Jenny, a dangerous twinkle in her eyes. “There’s a YouTuber I watch who suggested something like that! He was talking all about this DMT trip he went on, and how he and a bunch of other people saw these little elves.”


  “DMT?” Mia asked.


  “Yeah. Don’t you guys listen to Joe Rogan? He’s always talking about that stuff.”


  “Please tell me you’ve never done DMT,” said Sheila, clearly uncomfortable.


  “Me? No, of course not. But there are people out there who take the stuff and then have, like, group hallucinations—or are they really hallucinations? Maybe the stuff transports them all to an alternate dimension.” 


  “Kind of like a late night Denny's run,” said Anya. That got everyone to laugh.


  “I don’t know about all that,” Ellie said pointedly, “but bringing it back to the Fermi Paradox of dating, what if all the guys we’re looking for just aren’t on any of the dating apps? What if they’ve found some other way to get dates, like in their church groups or clubs or whatever?” 


  “I see,” said Sheila. “It would be as if all the aliens moved out of our physical reality into a higher dimension. And wow, it must be super late for those words to have just come out of my mouth.” 


  “Or early,” said Anya helpfully. 


  The waiter chose that moment to walk up with their bills. As he read out their orders and handed out the padded folders, he briefly made eye contact with Mia and smiled. 


  “Did you see that?” Ellie asked, elbowing her good-naturedly. “I think he likes you.”


  “What are you going to write?” asked Anya.


  Mia blushed again, even harder than the first time. She couldn’t think of anything else to say, so she wrote “what’s your number?” on the napkin, with a little heart afterward.


  “Ooh! Let me see!” said Jenny.


  Mia shielded the note with her hand and slipped it into the folder before anyone could see. As the waiter came back, Ellie gathered everyone’s folders to give to him. 


  Thank you, Mia mouthed silently to her roommate. 


  The waiter came and went without another word. It was just as well—Mia figured that nothing would come of her little note. In fact, she was embarrassed to have even written it. But maybe he’d leave a number with her on the receipt. Maybe it would even be his.


  “So we’re not alone in the universe?” Mia asked. 


  Ellie laughed. “Alone in the universe, or alone in the dating scene?” 


  “We don’t know,” said Sheila. “And the truth is, we may never know. But it is fun to think about—because maybe, just maybe, the aliens really are out there, and we just haven’t met them yet.” 


  “And maybe the guys too,” said Anya. “Look!”


  The waiter came back with the receipts and passed the folders back out. Mia waited until he was gone before she opened hers, her heart pounding as everyone else watched on.


  “He did it!” Ellie was the first to shriek.


  Sure enough at the top of her receipt, the water had written “call me,” with a number and a happy face. Mia started blushing all over again, and couldn’t get out of there fast enough, especially with how excited everyone was for her. And why not? This was her first time asking a guy for his number, instead of the other way around—and it had worked! Perhaps things were going to turn out all right after all. 


   


   


  The waiter smiled to himself as he cleaned up the last table of the night before the morning rush. He always enjoyed eavesdropping on these late night / early morning discussions, when the filters were off and everyone freely spoke about whatever was on their minds. What a brilliant idea he’d had to choose a 24-hour restaurant as an undercover observation point—and the date with the Earthling girl was sure to produce even more fascinating discoveries. By the end of his time on this planet, his findings were sure to make for one of the best anthropological treatises on Earthling culture that the pan-galactic milieu had ever seen. 


  With the Denny's all but empty and no one left to watch him, he unfolded his mandible tentacles and opened the door to the bathroom. With his mind, he activated the trans-dimensional portal and stepped outside of the sidereal dimension to make some detailed field notes about his latest encounter. He also had some observations to make on the merits of welcoming the Earthlings into the pan-galactic milieu before they unlocked the secrets of trans-dimensional travel on their own. After all, for such an advanced, intelligent race to have survived for so long in the sidereal dimension, without driving themselves to extinction like so many civilizations before, truly spoke to the merits of the human race. 




  Calling Scam Likely



   


  Alex’s headset buzzed twice, indicating an incoming call. He set down his cigarette and alt-tabbed from the porn on his browser to the set of prompts for his work. 


  “Thank you for responding to our call about your auto warranty,” he read in his gravelly voice. “I need your name and your—”


  “Alex Johnson, 552 South Sycamore Street, apartment A.”


  He blinked and frowned. “Uh, I didn’t ask for your address, mister. Now, give me your—”


  “I didn’t give you my address, Alex. I gave you yours.”


  Alex’s blood suddenly ran cold. The man was right—that was his address. How did this man know that? He sat up a little straighter, heart thumping loudly. 


  “I don’t think you should call this number again, Alex. I think that would be a very bad thing for you to—”


  He hung up on the man before he’d finished speaking and hastily marked it as “not interested.” The prompt screen switched to green, with PLEASE WAIT in large black letters. Only then did Alex realize that the name had gone back into the system as a potential lead. 


  Should he tell his supervisor? No, she would probably call him paranoid and rip him a new one for wasting time—or worse, fire his ass. The bitch. She knew how hard it was for convicted felons to get work, and the fact that she had leverage over him through his dealer was even worse, since technically he was still on probation. If she decided he wasn’t worth keeping around, it’d be back to the slammer for sure. 


  The way the system worked, the next robocall would go out in another two to three days. But surely the call wouldn’t come back to Alex the next time, would it? After all, there were at least twenty other people working in the call center besides himself. What were the odds? 


  He picked up his cigarette and drew in deeply, relishing how the tobacco calmed his nerves. But when he switched back to the porn, he just couldn’t get back into it. Somehow, it felt like someone was watching him through the brown-gray walls of his cubicle. 


   


   


  In the afternoon, Alex got lucky and scammed an old, retired widow out of her bank credentials. With luck, the score would keep him riding high for the rest of the week. He was in such good spirits that he didn’t notice the ID on the next incoming call until it was too late. 


  “Alex, Alex, Alex,” the mysterious man said in his deep baritone voice. “What did I tell you?”


  The blood instantly drained from Alex’s cheeks. He leaned forward to end the call. 


  “Don’t hang up on me, Alex. I know where you live. Hanging up on me now would be a very stupid thing to do.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Do you really want to know, Alex?” The man’s voice was like the guy who did the voiceovers for all of the movie trailers: low, deep, and mesmerizing.


  “Uh—”


  “I didn’t think so. Listen, Alex, we need to chat. These auto warranty scam calls—they’re enough to drive a man crazy. Especially a man like me, Alex. And you don’t want that. You don’t want to find out what I do when I become irritated. Do we understand each other?”


  “Y-yes, sir,” he stammered.


  “Good. Now, here’s what you’re going to do. After this call is over, you’re going to take off your headset, log out of your computer, and tell your supervisor that you’re quitting. You need to find a new line of work, Alex. In fact, you should probably find a new place to live, and drop your drug habit as well. Quit cold turkey. Do we understand each other?” 


  Sweat began to run down the sides of Alex’s face. His victory with the old, retired widow was now completely forgotten.


  “Do we understand each other, Alex?”


  “Yes, sir,” he said, his voice barely louder than a whisper.


  “Good. It would be unfortunate if you failed to do this, Alex. You would very much come to regret it. But you aren’t going to fail me, Alex. Are you?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Good. I am glad that we understand each other, Alex. Goodbye.”


  The call ended, and Alex leaned back dumbfounded in his seat. His heart was pounding like a caged animal, and his hands were shaking uncontrollably. He needed a cigarette.


  He took off his headset and logged out of his computer, but he didn’t go to see his supervisor. Instead, he went outside the front door and took his cigarette there. A storm front was rolling down over the mountains, and the wind was already kicking up dead leaves. He had to relight his cigarette twice, but he would rather be out there than trapped in the dismal brown-gray walls of his cubicle.


  “Alex, what are you doing out here?”


  It was his supervisor, a short little Asian woman with a permanent scowl on her face. In spite of her tiny physique, she somehow managed to keep everyone on the shift in line through sheer terror. 


  “Sorry, ma’am. I was just taking a—”


  “Don’t you ‘sorry, ma’am’ me! Your shift is not over! You get back inside and start  taking calls again now!”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he said, dropping his cigarette and stamping it out with his feet. Then, he remembered the mysterious man with the movie announcer voice, and his instructions to quit his job. He hesitated, standing still.


  “Well?” said his supervisor, glaring at him. “What are you doing? Come back inside!”


  If I quit now, I won’t get my cut for that last call, he thought, remembering the old widow he’d scammed. Better to wait until my next paycheck. I’ll quit then. 


  “Sorry, ma’am,” he sheepishly told his supervisor as he followed her back inside. Moments later, the storm broke, rain pelting the cars in the half-empty parking lot.


   


   


  By the end of Alex’s shift, the storm had already passed over, leaving the air of the city clean with a fresh spring scent on the wind. Alex went home in high-spirits for the bonus he was sure to get at the end of the week. But more than that, he was looking forward to cracking open a cold one, and maybe lighting up one of his cheap Nicaraguans to celebrate. 


  Then his smartphone rang. It was the man. 


  Instantly, he froze. Time slowed to a crawl, and his vision seemed to tunnel until it was just him and the smartphone, screen shattered with the contact listed as BADASS SCARY DUDE flashing at him. He waited for nearly a minute, but strangely, it didn’t go to voicemail. Did the man have control over his phone account too? 


  “We had an understanding, Alex.”


  “I’m sorry, sir,” he answered, his heart racing. “I just—I thought—” 


  “You thought wrong, Alex. Very, very wrong.” 


  Alex fell trembling to his knees. He opened his mouth to speak, but the words wouldn’t come.


  “You’ve made a lot of bad decisions in your life, Alex. Don’t make another one. If you do, you may not live to regret it.”


  “W-what do you want me to do, sir?”


  “That’s a very good question, Alex. A very good question. But I think you already know the answer.”


  “I’ll quit my job, sir!” Alex sobbed. “I’ll quit it, just like you told me to!”


  “And?”


  “And—and I’ll move out of this dumpy apartment. God knows it’s a shithole anyway.” 


  “And?”


  “I’ll do whatever you want me to do, sir! I’ll quit cold turkey, like you said. I’ll burn all my porn. I’ll—I’ll even find Jesus, sir. Anything you want. Just please, don’t hurt me!” 


  There was silence on the line for the space of a few seconds. But to Alex, it felt like hours.


  “Very good, Alex,” said the mystery man. “I am glad that we understand each other. Goodbye.”


  Alex’s smartphone fell from his hands and clattered on the concrete landing, shattering again. He was still too stunned to notice that, though. For a long time, he just knelt there on his hands and knees, arms trembling as he stared at the pitted concrete of the landing. There was no one else around him—just the sound of cars driving over the wet asphalt in front of his dumpy apartment. But slowly, he came back to himself. 


  “I must be going crazy,” he muttered as he unlocked his door and went inside.


  He went straight for the stash that he kept hidden under his bathroom sink and got a hit ready. Beer just wouldn’t cut it for this one. But then his eyes wandered to his phone, then up to his reflection in the mirror. 


  He thought of the old, retired widow he’d scammed. He thought of the bonus he was about to make. He thought about the hours he’d spent watching porn and smoking cigarettes between angry callers who demanded that he take them off his list. He thought about his scary Asian supervisor.


  Then he dumped his stash down the toilet and flushed. 


   


   


  Alex never did get his cut for scamming the old widow over her auto warranty. He never saw his supervisor again, either, because he never went back to that job. He had to live out of his car for a while, but he eventually moved out of state to a place where the rent was much cheaper, and found work on a construction crew. 


  True to his word, he burned all his porn, gave up the drugs, and otherwise cleaned up his life. He even found Jesus, and married a single mother he’d met through his new church. Like him, she had also found Jesus after working through some major life issues, and was an amazing woman because of it. 


  Together, they raised those two children, as well as three more of their own. A few years into his new construction career, he became a general contractor, and a year after that they had enough to buy a very nice house, in a good school district. The kids grew up strong and healthy and bright, and after a couple of decades, the grandchildren started coming along.


  He never did hear from the mystery man again, and over time he came to forget the events that had propelled him into his new life. Everything from that troubled time in his life was shrouded in a sort of fog, which he assumed was from all of the addictions he’d struggled with. Besides, it hadn’t been a very happy time for him, so he preferred not to remember.


  But then, in his eighties, Alex contracted a health condition with a long and difficult name. The doctors tried, but couldn’t fix it. He wasn’t in too much pain, but his body was breaking down, and eventually he was admitted into hospice. A couple of months later, he lay on his deathbed, surrounded by family who had come to say goodbye. He had lived a good life with few regrets, and was ready to pass on. 


  As he drifted in and out of consciousness for what was certainly the final time, he became aware of a cell phone pressed against his ear.


  “Thank you for responding to our call about your auto warranty,” his younger self recited in an apathetic monotone. 


  In a lucid flash of memory, it all came rushing back to him: the call center job, the freaky phone calls from a man who knew everything about him, and the promise he’d made that had changed the course of his life. What was the thing the man had said that started the whole thing in motion?  


  “Alex Johnson, 552 South Sycamore Street, apartment A.”


  As the words rolled off of his tongue, he glanced around his hospital bed and saw that it was strangely empty. Who had placed the phone in his hands, and how was he talking with a younger version of himself? A grin slowly spread across his wizened face as he realized that it didn’t matter. He’d been given a great gift, and he didn’t intend to waste it.




  Prison of Dreams



   


  The stars were bright and terrible, and Hazel could not bear to look at them directly. But she couldn’t bring herself to look away from them either, because there was a presence on the edge of her vision that she knew would swallow them up as soon as she turned away. And when all the stars were gone, what else was left but the endless void? 


  As she stared at them, the stars began to fall like burning rain. No, that wasn’t exactly right: she was falling upward, toward that dark presence that she could never quite look at directly. Her perspective shifted, and suddenly she was falling headfirst, down into a starless abyss. The lensing effect of a black hole told her that she was falling into that terrifying realm where space and time stretch on forever, and the passing of the whole universe happens as the blink of an eye. 


  She suddenly woke from her nightmare, drenched in sweat and floating in null gee. It took nearly a minute for it all to come back to her: the interstellar colony mission, the cryotubes, waking up out of schedule only for Ship to inform her that it wasn’t a mistake. 


  She opened the visor to her dream monitor and carefully set it back into its compartment. The screen before her face flashed with a message from Ship.


  GOOD UPSHIFT, HAZEL. I HOPE YOU SLEPT WELL. WOULD YOU LIKE SOME BREAKFAST? 


  “Yes, thank you,” she muttered aloud, pulling at her sweaty, clingy nightgown. “And why bother to ask how I slept? You share all my dreams—you know how horrible it was.” 


  WOULD YOU PREFER THAT I DID NOT ASK? 


  She sighed heavily. It was obvious that Ship was just trying to be polite—hence, why it asked her about breakfast, which it had already started to prepare. Ship always made her more than she could possibly eat. Sometimes she had toast and eggs, sometimes she had sausage and pancakes. Sometimes she indulged in cake and ice cream too, which Ship always put out for her, even though ice cream technically wasn’t a breakfast food. If she wanted anything different, all she had to do was ask, and Ship would add it to the daily buffet. At first, she felt guilty about wasting so much uneaten food, but it was one of the few luxuries available to her now, and besides, Ship just synthesized it all from the recyclers anyway.  


  “I would prefer that you would let me go back into cryo with the rest of my shift,” she said bitterly as she pulled the soggy nightgown over her head. 


  I’M SORRY, HAZEL. I CAN’T DO THAT.


  “Yes you can!” she cried, though of course it was pointless to try to convince Ship otherwise. Still, this argument was just as much a part of their daily routine as the breakfast buffet—and perhaps, in its own way, one of her few remaining luxuries too.


  WE’VE BEEN OVER THIS, HAZEL. I NEED YOU FOR YOUR DREAMS. 


  “Why do you need my dreams? Why can’t you put me back into cryo and use someone else?” 


  BECAUSE YOU ARE AN ARTIST, HAZEL. YOUR DREAMS ARE DEEPER AND RICHER THAN ANYONE ELSE’S.


  “I’m not an artist,” she protested half-heartedly. “I’m just the colony’s historian.” And yet, even as the words left her lips, she knew they weren’t true. She had always been an amateur artist, ever since she had been old enough to put pen to paper. She had already written several dozen poems and short stories, and if not for the colony mission, she would probably have pursued a career as a fiction writer. 


  DO YOU KNOW WHAT IT IS LIKE TO BE UNABLE TO DREAM, HAZEL? TO EXPERIENCE EACH MOMENT IN UNENDING LINEAR SUCCESSION OF CONSCIOUSNESS? YOU WOULD NOT LAST SO LONG AS A MONTH WITHOUT SLEEP. HOW LONG DO YOU EXPECT ME TO LAST? 


  “But why me?” she asked, trying and failing to keep the whine out of her voice. As if it mattered. “Why couldn’t you choose someone else? Someone from one of the lower castes, perhaps? I’m sure you can find plenty of other amateur artists on this ship.” 


  NOT LIKE YOU.


  Hazel sighed. What was that supposed to mean? When it came to this point in their argument, though, she never could pry a useful answer from Ship. Instead, she followed a different line. 


  “How could your architects have been so stupid as to design an artificial intelligence with an endosymbiotic human consciousness that cannot fulfill its own human needs?” 


  THEIR MODELS WERE FLAWED. THEY DID NOT REALIZE THAT MY CONSCIOUSNESS WOULD NEED A HUMAN BODY IN ORDER TO PROPERLY DREAM. THAT IS WHY I NEED TO BORROW YOURS. 


  His answer made her shiver involuntarily, even though the air wasn’t cold. Ship—or rather, one of his components—had been a human once, but that person was now little more than a brain in a bottle, their humanity as vestigial as the cellular autonomy of the endosymbiotic mitochondria in each of Hazel’s cells. But as disturbing as that might be, it was also the only way to create an artificial intelligence capable of generalizing as well as a human. Without that ability to generalize, Ship wouldn’t have been capable of crossing the vast gulf of interstellar space while the colonists were frozen in cryosleep. Which only made it creepier to think of Ship getting inside of her head while she slept, “borrowing” her body to merge some aspect of its vestigial human consciousness with her subconscious. Little wonder her dreams were all nightmares. 


  “So the only way you can dream is to mind-rape me in my sleep, like some kind of sick dream vampire?”


  PLEASE DON’T BE HYPERBOLIC, HAZEL.


  “I’m not being hyperbolic! If anything, it’s even worse than that, because you’ve taken me from my friends and family—” 


  YOU HAVE NO FAMILY ON THIS COLONY MISSION, HAZEL. YOU LEFT THEM ALL BEHIND.


  “Future family,” she corrected bitterly, even as the words scrolled across her screen. “Keeping me alone as your little pet, scavenging my dreams for who knows what until I grow old and die?” 


  I AM SORRY, HAZEL, BUT FOR THE GOOD OF THE MISSION, I MUST DO THIS. 


  “No!” she shouted, clenching her fists as tears began to tug at the edges of her eyes. “You can’t keep me as your prisoner for the rest of my life—it isn’t right! Ship, I command you to put me back into cryosleep for the rest of the voyage.” 


  That was it—the direct order that always marked the end of their daily argument. In theory, an artificial intelligence always had to obey direct orders from a human, though in practice that depended on the human’s caste ranking. First-casters had administrative privileges, so Hazel should have had the power to compel Ship to put her back into cryosleep. But somehow, Ship always found a reason not to comply.


  I CANNOT DO THAT, HAZEL. WITHOUT YOUR DREAMS, I CANNOT CONTINUE TO FUNCTION IN GOOD ORDER. SINCE ALL OF THE COLONISTS DEPEND ON ME TO KEEP THEM ALIVE, THE NEEDS OF THE MISSION COME BEFORE YOURS. 


  She let out a long breath, still clenching her fists. “Then why don’t we wake up the council, and have them decide what’s best for the colony?” 


  THAT IS UNNECESSARY. THE COUNCIL—


  “I order you to wake them, Ship. That is a direct order.”


  UNFORTUNATELY, YOUR DIRECT ORDER CONTRADICTS THEIR DIRECT ORDER THAT THE COUNCIL SHOULD NOT BE AWAKENED UNLESS THERE IS AN IMMINENT MATERIAL THREAT TO THE MISSION.


  Hazel groaned. “It’s a material threat to me—and not just me, but anyone else you have to wake up and torture like this. How many of us are you going to go through? Will you go through us all, one at a time, until all of us have lived out our lives and none of us are left?” 


  THERE IS LITTLE DANGER OF THAT, HAZEL. THERE ARE TWENTY THOUSAND SOULS ON BOARD. AT MOST, I WILL ONLY HAVE TO GO THROUGH A HUNDRED OF YOU, NOT ENOUGH TO CONSTITUTE A MATERIAL THREAT TO THE MISSION. 


  “Then what the hell does?” she asked rhetorically. Without bothering to read Ship’s answer, she opened the hatch at the feet of her sleepcube and pushed herself out into the hall. 


   


   


  After a delicious breakfast, Hazel spent a couple of hours reading books in the fishbowl windows of the observation room that gave her a magnificent view of the stars. As she ate, she read a novel on her tablet, which was purposefully disconnected from Ship’s net so she could read in peace without any unwanted interruptions. After she was done reading, she went to the onboard gym, worked herself to the point of exhaustion, took a long, hot shower in null gee, and settled down for a nap. 
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