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  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. 


  If not for the total lack of human companionship, it might have been an idyllic life, especially for an introvert like her. But even the hardiest introvert cannot long endure solitary confinement. For all its many luxuries, the colony ship was still little more than a gilded prison, and the prospect of living and dying alone filled Hazel with terror. 


  The nightmares began in earnest as soon as she fell asleep. This time, she was stranded in space again, but there were no stars. Somehow, she had slept until the heat death of the universe, after every star had died and every black hole had evaporated. She was the last human alive—the last anything left alive—and was totally, completely, and forever alone. 


  Once again, she woke up in a cold sweat. She removed her dream monitor just in time to see Ship’s message flash across the screen in her sleepcube.


  GOOD DOWNSHIFT, HAZEL. WOULD YOU LIKE ANOTHER HOT SHOWER? 


  “Wh-where am I?” Hazel asked, still half-asleep. Her hand struck the side of the sleepcube, and she bounced upward, jarring her head. “Ow!” 


  IT’S ALL RIGHT, HAZEL. YOU’RE AWAKE. IT WAS JUST A DREAM.


  “Just a dream,” she muttered. Of course Ship would know all about her dreams. He probably remembered them better than she did. 


  YOU SHOULD TAKE ANOTHER SHOWER, HAZEL. IT WILL HELP YOU TO FEEL BETTER. WHEN YOU ARE DONE, I HAVE SOMETHING TO TELL YOU.


  “Um, okay.” That last part was new.


  Ship was right about the shower, though Hazel didn’t want to admit it. It wasn’t as good as it would have been in full gravity, with hot air constantly blowing the water into the drain. Ship waited until she’d started the drying cycle to continue their conversation from before. 


  I NOTICED THAT YOU SEEM TO FEEL LONELY, Ship messaged her on the frosted glass door of the shower unit.


  “You mean the quality of my dreams is deteriorating?” she asked bitterly.


  IT’S NOT JUST THAT. HUMANS ARE SOCIAL ANIMALS. EVEN AN INTROVERTED ARTIST LIKE YOU NEEDS TO BE AROUND OTHER PEOPLE TO MAINTAIN THEIR MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL HEALTH.


  Back with the artist stuff again, Hazel inwardly groaned. 


  CONSEQUENTLY, I HAVE DECIDED TO CHOOSE A PARTNER FOR YOU.


  She frowned. “A partner? What do you mean?”


  I HAVE MATCHED YOU WITH A YOUNG MALE MEMBER OF THE COLONY. YOUR PERSONALITY MATRICES ARE PERFECT FOR EACH OTHER.


  “Oh, great,” Hazel groaned. The last thing she needed was for Ship to play matchmaker for her. 


  Or was it? Her last nightmare still haunted her, and the prospect of spending another dayshift alone was more than she could bear. Of course, she didn’t like the idea of waking someone else up, condemning them to a life of eternal loneliness with her. But if things worked out between them—and Ship certainly had the AI capabilities to find her perfect match—perhaps it wouldn’t be so lonely after all. 


  Or perhaps she was just getting desperate for human contact.


  “Who is he?” she asked, using the vacuum extension to dry her hair.


  An image of a young man replaced the words on the glass. Unlike Hazel and most of the other colonists, he was fair-skinned with red hair and freckles under his dark green eyes. Although he was probably in his mid-twenties, his eyes made him look much older. 


  “What’s his name?” Hazel asked.


  Underneath the image, the young man’s name and vital stats all came into view. His name was Gideon, and he was twenty-seven Earth years old. Height, weight, genotype—was Ship showing him all of this same data about her?


  “Ship, I hope you’re not going to tell him how much I weigh.” 


  DON’T WORRY, HAZEL. HE IS NOT YET FULLY THAWED.


  “Good. Just hold back on the more personal parts, okay?”


  Then she saw that he was listed as a member of the drone caste. That part made Hazel frown. Drones were the lowest caste on the hierarchy, whose direct orders could be overridden by everyone except another member of their caste. Most of the drones on the colony mission had been picked primarily for their value as breeders. 


  “Uh, ship… are you sure it’s a good idea to pair me with a drone?”


  WHY NOT? YOUR GENOTYPE, VITAL STATISTICS, AND PERSONALITY MATRICES ARE PERFECTLY MATCHED.
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