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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      In our anthology, Radioactive Dreams, eleven science fiction stories written by authors from seven different countries meet their reader for the first time.

      Science fiction is the literature of warning; it does what no other literary movement does. It holds up a mirror to us and cautions us not to destroy ourselves and make the world uninhabitable. In this case, it was almost impossible for Artificial Intelligence, one of the most thought-provoking and worrying topics of recent days, not to be caught on the radar of our writers.

      Yasser Abu-Elhassab is one of Egypt’s most prominent science fiction writers, and in The Absolute Order Machine, he talks about a computer that intervenes in the decision-making process and eliminates random subconscious factors. This machine is advertised as a device that will make life easier and more meaningful (?), but our protagonist, Solomon, intends to prove otherwise.

      Our Italian author Chiara De Giorgi tells us a story titled AI Detective Services. In a society where everything is managed by artificial intelligence and there is not much left for humans to do, two artificial intelligences named Sherlock and Watson, working in a detective agency, are assigned to investigate the death of Dr. Pernicker, who believed that the only way for the human race to survive is a society free of artificial intelligence.

      The increasing number of environmental disasters and the inability of the world governments to do anything about it remain the most important problems of our times. In his story To Sleep and not Dream, Hephaestion Christopoulos from Greece tells the story of a botanist who visits a village where environmental disasters are causing some surreal phenomena. In a swamp reminiscent of the ‘zone’ in Tarkovsky’s unforgettable sci-fi film Stalker where people who enter it cannot understand whether what they witness is real or a trick of their minds, the protagonist communicates with a dead little girl.

      Israeli writer Elana Gomel’s story Reality Rip warns about the problems that are/will be created by environmental disasters. In her horrifying world, humanity desperately tries to cope with the inter-dimensional rifts that open one after another.

      In the world created by Dimitra Nikolaidou, a Greek Cypriot author you may remember from our previous selection, Omens of Doom, our civilization has already been flooded by environmental disasters... The story The Scar at the End of the World takes place two hundred years after the Great Flood that flooded our world. In this society, where everything left from our civilization is considered ‘antique’, treasure hunters diving in the Mediterranean look for a very special statue.

      Tuğrul Sultanzade is our Turkish Cypriot author and in his layered and unique style with plenty of metaphors, he tells us what happens in a research station located in the asteroid belt between Jupiter and Mars. Three people fight against an infectious disease that spreads in space and affects the brain. Tuğrul planned his dystopian story Reflection as a chapter of the novel he is writing.

      While compiling a science fiction selection, it would be impossible to leave out space travels. In addition to Reflection, which takes place on an asteroid, we have also included French writer David Bry's story Even More Than Earth, which takes place on a ‘generation-ship’. The theme of a spaceship carrying the embryos of Earth’s remnants to another planet is often visited by in science fiction authors. However, it is very difficult to categorize Bry’s story, which also touches on hunger, war, refugees, racism (albeit in the background), and includes AI and three-dimensional projection technology... Nevertheless, it is possible to consider it a ‘hybrid’ story between Space Opera and Artificial Intelligence genres.

      Cem Can has about fifty science fiction stories published in Turkey so far. The Impostor in our selection is again a ‘hybrid’ story with Cyberpunk and AI genre feeling. Our protagonist, involved in illegal activities, is commissioned by the ‘company’ to start anew and the hunt begins in the megalopolis of Istankara... The surprise ending makes this a memorable story.

      It is almost impossible for science fiction literature that is so concerned with the course of society not to be political. In Opalescence, Selin Arapkirli from Turkey tells us about a woman who discovers the secret of invisibility in a society where women are ignored. It is an extremely dystopian story based on the murders of women and reactionary movements that are constantly on the agenda in her country.

      Death Doesn’t Change Anything deals with domestic violence, or so it seems. French writer Julia Richard tells the story of a woman trapped in an unhappy marriage where she suffers violence from her husband. Our protagonist Alexa is not who she thinks she is; beware of the surprise ending...

      Finally, Onur Selamet, in his story Crawling Things, which we can define as Cosmic fiction / Bio-punk, tells us about mysterious beings who perform strange experiments on humans. Onur is from Turkey and he is the director of the biggest literature portal.

      We hope you enjoy our selection.

      

      Ünver Alibey
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            THE ABSOLUTE ORDER MACHINE

          

          Yasser Abu-Elhassab
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      1.

      He ran and ran, his exhaustion overwhelming him, struggling to catch his breath as if the air had been robbed of oxygen. The darkness of the night persisted, enveloping him in its opaque veil. After emerging from the back gate of the company, he heard a sound that resembled a beast chasing after him. Gripped by fear, he darted away, carrying in his hand a memory card of the world’s imminent doom. He couldn’t gauge the distance he had covered after leaving the company since he dared not look back. His sole certainty was that his wretched heart would have stopped if he had taken another step. Seeking shelter, he concealed himself behind a tree in the artificial forest and listened intently for any signs of pursuit. There was a silence interrupted by the winds playing with the branches and leaves of the trees. A gust of wind brushed over his forehead, drenched with sweat, as if it patted his exhausted heart. After a few moments, he managed to calm his racing heart and swallowed hard. Peering cautiously from behind the tree towards the direction from which he had come, he realized that he was far enough from the building that it appeared to vanish. Were it not for the building’s illumination and the half-moon’s light in the sky, he would not have been able to discern it from such a distance. However, he had yet to cover the five kilometers required to reach the safe distance from the building.

      Surveying the area, he began to question his own senses. “Perhaps the sound of footsteps I heard was nothing more than a figment of my troubled mind.” He lowered himself onto the grass, leaning his back against the tree, and closed his eyes, while his fingers gently stroked the memory card in his hand. His own memories swept him away in a river that flowed against time, carrying him back to its source, to the very beginning of it all, and how he got out of the prison of the absolute order. He remembered how he joined them, he smiled when he remembered the false perception stimulant, they lured him to buy it, and then he found himself kidnapped.

      “A stimulant taken orally thirty minutes prior to reading the report. Those who have tried it say that it greatly improves the perception of the figures mentioned in the reports and helps raise the level of euphoria caused by knowing that there is a decrease in the level of randomness, and mitigate the stress caused by negative numbers.”

      “Out of all those who requested the stimulant,” one of them once told him, “our research revealed that you are the most qualified to join us.”

      

      2.

      They said it was being tested in the meantime, and like everything “being tested”, the public expected it to be a big nonsense.

      Even if they were able to build such a machine, what benefits would it truly bring to the world?  The Absolute Order Machine, what a name!

      About a year after the initial news broke, the matter was seemingly getting more serious, and advertisements began popping up for pre-orders. Given its exorbitant cost, it was expected that only the wealthy would have the means to acquire it. Shortly thereafter, ads appeared for centers that had already secured contracts to purchase the machine. They promised to offer the service to individuals who wished to use the machine for a fee per session. The ads claimed that sessions lasting no longer than a third of an hour with this exotic machine would significantly enhance one’s quality of life. When it looked like the launch of the machine and its diffusion to the public was a matter of time, the debate over this technology exploded. A renowned debate took place between a spokesman for the company that held the machine patent and a leading psychologist on the value of the machine to society and its potential social and economic effects. The debate was documented in a video that garnered over two billion views within a week.

      “Since the Earth Brain company announced the idea of the Absolute Order Machine, much controversy has arisen regarding the practicality of its use. According to the advertisements that have flooded the cyberspace, it will enable people to improve the quality of their decisions by eliminating the random factors in the subconscious that interfere with decision-making,” said the excited presenter.

      

      3.

      Their group comprised of four individuals, one of which Solomon never saw, as he helped them from within the same company concealing his identity. Solomon was the fifth. Each member had used the machine at least once, but all of them quit before completing ten sessions.
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        ‘Anchoring: to rely on information, perhaps random, to make a decision, therefore that information becomes the reference on which you unconsciously anchor.’
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      Solomon woke up shortly before sunset, checked his phone, and found his uncle had tried to call him four times. He’ll definitely want to talk to me about the job, he thought.

      Solomon’s mother had passed away when he was nine years old, followed by his father four years later. Since then, his uncle had taken care of him to the best of his ability. Although his uncle had attempted to bring him to live in his opulent home, Solomon had refused vehemently, believing it was better to live in the depths of hell than to endure the sight of his uncle’s wife every day. Solomon knew that he would suffer greatly if he agreed to move, and he did not wish to put himself in a distressing situation by subjecting to such a woman. Solomon had finished his studies at the College of Business Administration two years prior, solely to satisfy his uncle’s wishes. Since then, his uncle had attempted to entice him to work at one of his companies, but Solomon had refused all his offers. Solomon had concluded that there was nothing in work that would add value to his life. He had already decided some time ago that he would not marry, and the income he received from his father’s small company, which was managed by his uncle within his group, was already more than enough for him. Furthermore, if his uncle ever decided to return the company to him, he would sell it and use the proceeds to sustain himself for the rest of his life. Thus, there seemed to be no reason for Solomon to burden himself with a job that would only serve to limit and disturb his life. He would start his day by having dinner, and then spend at least an hour scrolling through his tablet before heading out with his friends to explore the city’s streets and cafes until morning. This was a daily routine for him.

      During that period, there was a lot of buzz online surrounding a device known as the Absolute Order Machine. According to reports, it had the ability to reveal the subconscious random factors that impact decision-making. Solomon had previously attempted to brush off a video clip that supposedly featured a debate about the machine, but upon noticing that the number of viewers had surpassed two billion, he decided to give it a watch.

      The charismatic host provided an overview of the machine and allotted each of the two debaters five minutes to present their initial thoughts before the actual debate commenced.

      “In front of this esteemed audience, I am thrilled to present our revolutionary invention,” said the representative of Earth Brain Company in a soft tone. “Our creation will be a significant breakthrough in human thinking and the overall quality of life. To begin, I would like to highlight an old yet crucial experiment that perfectly illustrates my point.”

      “The experiment involved a group of judges who were given a fake dice with only two possible outcomes: 3 and 9,” the speaker went on. “They were then shown the details of a crime, and subsequently asked whether the offender should be sentenced to fewer or more months than the number they got from the dice.”

      “The result of the experiment was quite surprising,” the representative continued. “Judges who rolled a 9 on the dice tended to give much harsher sentences than those who rolled a 3. I chose to bring up this experiment to highlight the impact of randomness on crucial systems, such as the judicial system, the epitome of impartiality. So, what about other systems?”

      “We have brought our invention to rescue humanity from the chaotic sea of randomness.” He gestured towards the presenter. “Implanting a small chip in a specific area of the brain is all that is required, and even those who have a chip for therapeutic purposes can modify it to suit the machine’s purpose, while it would still be performing its original function.” He concluded: “Regrettably, the human brain can be stubborn and irrational, but we will correct these flaws and guide it towards logical thinking. We plan to enter the subconscious through a back door, allowing us to take full control of our own lives.”
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      While activating the automatic driver and wandering through the city, he pondered the surroundings – the buildings, the flashing billboards, the bustling traffic, and the bright lights. He wondered how many of these seemingly worthless things had influenced his decisions in the past. As distressing as it is, it is equally intriguing to know all the factors that determined or changed a decision, even if they have no connection to the decision itself. He searched the internet, got a phone number, and called.

      “…Solomon... Yes... 24 years... No, I don’t have any health or psychological disorders... In twenty-three days? ...Waiting for your call...Thank you very much.”

      

      4.

      “Of course, the time to get to the first level of addiction varies from person to person. For instance, educated individuals are more susceptible because they are more aware of the concept of randomness. The elderly are also more affected due to their lack of cognitive flexibility and greater susceptibility to cognitive biases,” one group member explained.
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      Solomon felt his consciousness slipping away before darkness overtook him. The two robotic arms worked precisely, eventually reaching his brain. They attached a small chip, and the arduous task of linking the thousands of miniature threads from the chip to specific neurons in his brain began.

      Solomon was the 7,172nd person in the world to undergo the preliminary surgery for the Absolute Order Machine. When he woke up, the supervising doctor informed him that over 100,000 people had applied for the surgery worldwide since it had been made available a month ago.

      Here the paradox appeared clearly, Solomon thought. The doctor reminds me of the amount of this machine’s users, thus trying to increase my confidence in the machine… which is exactly the kind of thing they intend to eliminate by means of the machine, as a non- relative effect.

      “Perhaps the reason is evolutionary,” he read in a research paper. “The tendency of our ancestors to join a group helped them to survive. Imagine that you are alone, how would you look at everything you eat, is this toxic or not? Within a group, you are safe because it is likely that someone has been in such a situation before. So, the doctor was trying to give him the feel of being part of a large group.
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      Solomon waited for the report to be generated by the machine. The session lasted only ten minutes, during which he lay on a table with his eyes closed. The machine wirelessly extracted data from the chip implanted in his brain, including information about his decisions and the reasons behind them. It contained his identity, he thought. As per the contract between client and company, only the client had the right to access the analysis report generated by the machine. Even the company’s employees were not permitted to access any information except for the confirmation that the results were correct, or in case an error occurred during the analysis. This was to ensure that the machine could repeat the analysis if necessary.
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      The client was responsible for setting the sensitivity of the data analysis to determine the interventions that influenced subsequent decisions during the period between two successive data extraction sessions.

      The sensitivity level for the data analysis ranged from 0 to 100. A sensitivity level of 100 meant that all random interferences, even the smallest ones that affected later decisions, would be included in the report. This would result in a lengthy report, and vice versa. Solomon chose the number 60 for the sensitivity of the analysis, for no apparent reason.

      When he received his report, he rushed to a nearby café instead of going home, eager to review it. He switched on his tablet and quickly attached the memory containing the report. Without delving into the details, he began to look through it.

      His heart rate increased with every new page he scrolled, more random interferences hitting his life. Is that really me? Is this my life?

      He returned to the beginning of the report to read it in detail. The tablet he was holidng in his hands, which he had bought four days after the operation, reminded him of the moment he chose it among several other alternatives, and of the way he compared the models and their specifications to choose it.

      According to the report, Solomon had seen a number on a large billboard for an upcoming movie during his commute home. Though he didn’t remember it consciously, the number remained in his subconscious until the moment he decided to purchase a tablet. By chance, the name of the tablet model contained the same number he had seen on the billboard. The report indicated that 92% of his decision to purchase that particular tablet was anchored on that number on the billboard.

      He placed the tablet in front of him, leaned back on his chair, and his eyes stared like a strangled dead man. “Oh God, how is this possible?” He closed the report, and quickly hid the tablet. He tried to do the same thing in the following days, as if it were an object carrying a deadly germ. Solomon’s experience was a peculiar mixture of pain and pleasure, the pain of a lost identity, the pleasure of discovery and satisfying curiosity.

      Despite his strong desire to revisit the report, Solomon initially managed to resist it. He nearly quit using the internet altogether, except for a few sites that he knew would not display any ads related to the machine or its features, and hardly left his house, until that night when a question suddenly crossed his mind, and he couldn’t understand how it had evaded him for so long. The primary focus of the machine’s advertisements was its ability to enhance decision-making. However, in the midst of his shock, he failed to question how a report like this could actually improve his life. Instead, it almost ruined his mind.

      Trying to answer that question, or so he convinced himself, he returned to the report, he eventually arrived at the recommendations section of the report. There, he discovered 47 pages of suggestions. Adherence to these recommendations was purported to reduce the rate of random interferences. The guide recommended avoiding looking at bulletin boards, sleeping and reading at specific times, and refraining from making important decisions during certain periods. Additionally, the guide suggested playing a game once every seven days, as the company’s research had found that playing that game would reduce bias caused by anchoring by at least 35 percent. However, the guide cautioned against sharing links to the game, because each version was automatically generated to suit the owner of the report in terms of number of stages, stage length, etcetera. Even age played a role in changing the pattern of the game. He then answered 21 questions, which were also automatically generated to fit the report’s findings. He was given a mini-report of his answers, and how the random interferences, deliberately placed in the context of the questions, controlled his answers; a kind of exercise in following more logical patterns in answering the questions.

      He reflected on the possibility of the report identifying these interferences before they impacted his decisions, warning him to be wary of certain numbers, colors, or sentences that could sway his future choices. However, he soon discovered that the machine was unable to predict the effects of these interferences on decision-making, as they were entirely unconscious. Instead, the machine would pick up on these factors when they surfaced in his consciousness and were utilized by his mind during the decision-making process, as stated in the manual he had read. He pondered the idea that, despite the limitations of the human mind and the impact of external random influences, humanity had thrived and created civilizations. He wondered if the randomness inherent in our minds was what made us human and if these influences, although related to illogical factors, were evolutionarily, socially, or emotionally beneficial. He questioned whether eliminating these influences would result in the cancellation of some of these factors and their associated benefits.

      

      5.

      “The idea that the machine is addictive has been proven to be inaccurate through research,” Solomon was arguing with his boss.

      The boss replied, “You may have read that, but it’s not the entire truth. Earth Brain has established partnerships with some of the most influential scientific, economic, and political organizations. Despite their connections and influence, they were eventually forced to concede that excessive use of the machine was indeed addictive. However, they misled the public by using the term ‘excessive’, which was not well-defined or widely understood.”

      “You cannot imagine how the addiction to absolute order is spreading, Solomon,” he continued. “Everyone isolate themselves from the world so as not to pollute their life with the dust of randomness, and the machine reinforces that feeling with every use, with every figure shown in the results. The pleasure provided by the feeling of reducing uncontrolled factors in life is greater than any other pleasure, particularly when accompanied by detailed numbers that provide a sense of control of life. They are only leading themselves into a void.”
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      At that point, Solomon did not know anyone who used the machine in his social circle. However, he occasionally stumbled upon individuals on the internet telling their experiences.

      He attempted to find others who shared his curiosity and questions about the machine and eventually came across an online group of users who engaged in in-depth discussions, and talked about their experiences. He found that most, if not all, of the users were driven at first by curiosity, just curiosity!

      One of them wrote: “I intended to try it just once to see if the technology actually works or not. I have used the machine four times so far. Something weird makes me want to use it, a massive temptation to see all the interferences in my decisions. To tell you the truth, the first time I only followed the report’s instructions, and then I used the machine just to be aware of these interferences, without doing anything to control them. It’s as if you stripped your life of its clothes and looked at its defective body. Yes, it’s my life, I thought it was perfect… But there is a joy in all that, and I do not know exactly where it comes from. I stayed in my room as long as I could, turning off the light, so as not to be exposed to a lot of stimuli or interference, and I even asked for leave from work, just so I didn’t have to get out.”

      “My situation is not very different from yours,” a second person commented. “I was shocked when I first read the report, but the shock was weaker on the next two occasions. I was very happy when I read the second and the third report, as I realized that the rates of random interference in my life had decreased. I’m kind of cut off from the world like you, but my life wasn’t affected that much, I just got more comfortable that I’m consciously controlling my life.”

      “Will this shock of randomness really vanish?!” Solomon asked himself.

      In less than seven months after the machine’s release, the number of users worldwide had reached over 1.5 billion, more than ten per cent of the world’s population having used the machine at least once, as Brain Earth boasted in its first report on the machine’s deployment. The machine had been used extensively by individuals seeking to improve their quality of life: office workers, athletes, businessmen, all were shocked to see their lives laid bare, and then the shock faded with subsequent sessions. As time passed, research emerged, albeit cautiously, indicating that prolonged use of the machine could result in a form of addiction known as Absolute Order Addiction. The study suggested that the root of this addiction was the overwhelming shock experienced by individuals upon seeing the results of the first report.

      Although this initial shock would fade with repeated use of the machine, it still lingered in the user’s mind and compelled them to minimize the impact of randomness in their life. Initially, users would follow the recommendations outlined in the reports, but they soon realized that by avoiding influences and people around them, they were indeed reducing the impact of random interferences. The pleasure derived from reading reports with less random values, combined with the powerful effect of the initial shock resulted in the strangest addiction in the 21st century. What was surprising was that the machine reports themselves did not show that there was a random interference affecting a person’s decisions: the pleasure resulting from reading the reports after reducing the randomness rates, which were supposed to just show the unconscious interferences on decisions.

      While sitting in his darkened room, scrolling through his phone, which he used as infrequently as the television or any other means of communication with the outside world, Solomon read the news about these research studies and ridiculed in his mind the excesses mentioned in them. Here he was, having used the machine four times so far. He didn’t feel like he was addicted! Yes, he enjoyed reading the machine’s reports, which indicated a decrease in the amount of randomness in his life. He also felt that his contact with the world was diminished, but he also felt more in control of his life. Furthermore, he believed he could stop using the machine at any time.  So, what kind of addiction was that? He bumped into a video of that scientist who had participated in a debate with a representative of the Earth Brain. He appeared to be alone now.  Solomon started the video, which had been uploaded to the internet only minutes before. The scientist expressed his apparent anger.

      “We are now suffering the consequences of this terrible invention. Didn’t I warn that Earth Brain hadn’t conducted enough psychological and social studies on the machine and its potential consequences? We are facing a colossal catastrophe for the human race—the addiction to absolute order… Any papers discussing the negative effects of the machine are excluded from journals. It seems that Earth Brain is more than just a high-tech company.”

      “It won't be long until you find all the youth of the world locked up in their rooms, seeking nothing from the world but isolation, aiming to reduce the figure they see after the machine provides them with a report.”

      “As for the rulers and leaders of the world, if Brain Earth controls you to such a degree for reasons unknown, then I tell you that the world is dying. No one will work, no one will leave their rooms, and all civilization will collapse, leaving only cursed machines that will do nothing but ruin what is left of humanity. It will…”

      The video abruptly stopped, and a message appeared on the screen, stating that the video had been removed from the platform due to the inaccuracy of the scientific information presented in it.

      After turning off his phone, the room plunged into darkness once more. He spent an hour or more staring into the blackness until he eventually drifted off to sleep, his mind consumed with thoughts of the satisfaction he would derive from using the machine the following day and re-reading the report for the fifth time.

      

      6.

      “Solomon, randomness has been present since the beginning of the universe,” the boss said while fixing a jamming device on a bench. “Entropy is increasing, and uncertainty is embedded deep within atoms. This may imply that we have less control over our lives, but it’s necessary nonetheless. Avoiding random interferences by isolating ourselves from life or trying to control every external factor means stabbing life in its heart, and randomness is its heart.”

      “Furthermore, the cognitive biases ingrained in our minds, through which randomness seeps in, may have been intentionally implanted for a purpose—a benefit we gain at a cost.”

      “Basically, mental shortcuts allow us to make quick decisions without analyzing every single circumstance,” he said, standing up to retrieve a roll of duct tape from a nearby box. He remained standing as he continued. “For instance, imagine walking alone and hearing footsteps behind you. Your mind will automatically assume that someone is following you, even though that might not be the case. You’ll act quickly without analyzing all the details, taking another route, or doing anything to ensure your safety.”

      “You see, this same cognitive behavior that allows us to make decisions that preserve our lives can also lead us into cognitive traps when we don’t use all the available data to make a decision.”
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      Despite several attempts at remote hacking, they failed to obtain what they needed. Therefore, they opted to resort to traditional methods after receiving valuable information from their man inside the company.

      Solomon will exit the car, driven by someone else, at the border of the safe zone five kilometers away from the company’s headquarters. They will use jamming devices to cover his entry and sneak into the unmanned, fully automated building, praying to God that the data that their man gave them is correct about their ability to jam from five kilometers away, and that one of the automatic rifles installed around the headquarters will not shot him dead.
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