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            Foreword

          

          Alex Shvartsman

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to the first of the 2020 issues of Future SF. In this issue we feature original fiction from the Czech Republic, Catalonia, and Russia, as well as a reprint by the inimitable Ken Liu. We also review Ken's translation of Vagabonds by the Hugo-winner Hao Jingfang, and interview the incoming CEO of Heavy Metal.

      2020 is the year we hope to build the magazine up. Having lost our funding in late 2019, we've launched a Patreon campaign. As of this writing, we're generating about 20% of the revenue we need in order to break even at our current volume of stories and articles. But we've only just begun – we've committed the money and resources to keep the magazine going through the end of the year. If you enjoy the content we're publishing. Please consider subscribing via Patreon. Ultimately, a strong subscription base is what it'll take to keep the magazine healthy and to continue amplifying the voices from around the globe.

      Our Patreon page is: https://www.patreon.com/ufopublishing

      Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Goal Invariance Under Radical Self-Modification

          

          Julie Nováková

        

      

    

    
      Reflect upon the extraordinary advance which machines have made during the last few hundred years, and note how slowly the animal and vegetable kingdoms are advancing… Assume for the sake of argument that conscious beings have existed for some twenty million years: see what strides machines have made in the last thousand! May not the world last twenty million years longer? If so, what will they not in the end become?

      
        
        – Samuel Butler

      

      

      

      Life 0: Baseline

      When I lost my second job in a row to AI, I was too depressed to appreciate the irony of getting an AI therapist.

      In theory, this was supposed to help people in medically understaffed regions and with insufficient insurance. Both applied to me.

      “How are you feeling today, Zina?”

      “Unemployed for six months, had to take a loan for a car repair to be able to drive to town and see if they have any work for me,” I growled. I considered turning my phone off, but I appreciated the illusion of contact.

      “It’s sunny outside. Perhaps we can have a talk while walking in the park.”

      “No.”

      “You need to get some groceries, don’t you?”

      “Fuck off.”

      I didn’t know who approved this damn thing. It managed to be more annoying than the one human therapist I’d briefly had.

      It was right: I needed to go outside, breathe some fresh air, and escape my isolation. But its power to convince me was limited. Some people swore by their AI therapists; I saw no improvement.

      Perhaps I would have sunk even deeper into my personal pit of despair, if it weren’t for the AI’s suggestion that a nearby hospital was seeking patients diagnosed with unipolar depression for an experimental treatment. Pharmacotherapy nonresponders were especially welcome.

      “I’m obliged to inform you that the actions of the hospital are not tied to our sessions or the usual content of this application in any way,” my therapist reminded me.

      “Fuck off,” I repeated, and then, on an impulse added: “But first sign me up.”

      So, I ended up in the trial. I managed to drag myself to the hospital to fill out the countless questionnaires, endured an entry exam, and was selected as one of the thirty participants.

      “Before we commence, I must ask again if you understand what the procedure means,” a nurse with a professional smile asked me before I committed myself.

      “Yes, you will alter my brain’s chemistry by making the cells produce more receptors for certain transmitters – and the transmitters themselves too,” I recited from the procedure’s materials.

      “Correct. Do you fully understand the risks associated with the process?”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      I had no idea whether I was in the control or test subjects’ group, but hoped for the latter. I didn’t fear complications. If they ended my wretched life, fine. If they made it worse but not all the way to the end, I would be prepared to take care of that myself.

      

      Life 1: Brain

      I never believed in miracles. But what happened to me felt like one.

      I’m tempted to say that I suddenly felt like a new person. The truth is it wasn’t sudden – but still, within a few weeks, I felt better than I’d been able to imagine before. I couldn’t believe I could ever have thought of ending my life. I shivered at the notion.

      The procedure didn’t work for everyone, but I was among the lucky ones. The results were promising enough to ensure further trials.

      Soon after I returned home, I dived into job search with new energy and confidence.

      “So you’ve worked as a salesperson for a year, and a call center employee for three months?” The woman, scarcely older than me, looked at me from behind her fashionable spectacles.

      “True.”

      “What do you think qualifies you for a job at our company?”

      Earlier, such a question would have discouraged me. But now I composed myself and smiled: “I’m hard-working and willing to learn. I’m good with people too. And I think I might have a few suggestions after I get used to it here.”

      Her face brightened. “All right… We’ll call you when we decide.”

      Usually, people didn’t. But this time was different. It was a part-time administrative job at a local clinic, and I knew it was only a matter of time before it fell to AIs too, but it was a start.

      Then I came across a new inclusion program in town, meant to help people from disadvantaged backgrounds achieve higher education. I wouldn’t have to pay tuition if I maintained good grades. I surprised myself at how exciting the possibility of attending college seemed to me.

      I enrolled. It wasn’t easy to juggle studying and part-time work, but I managed to finish my biology degree and applied for a neuroscience program. My fascination with the workings of the brain, only partially propelled by the desire to fully understand what I’d undergone, didn’t leave me.

      Eventually, I ended up doing a PhD. I would never have thought myself capable of that earlier. Only now I saw how much I’d underestimated myself. I’d told myself I wasn’t smart enough, diligent enough, stable enough… Whenever I tried to rise above my position, I felt guilty. Now I could describe the neural correlates of the impostor syndrome – and whenever I felt its symptoms, I could reason them away.

      I saw the world differently too. I noticed it: the first spring cherry blossoms, the way the summer breeze caressed my skin, the warmth of the sun’s rays. I finally lived.

      I enjoyed my work, too. After my dissertation, I became a part of a team working on neural modifications. Eventually, I moved to the private sector. The work seemed exciting: trying to reverse-engineer the human brain to be able to improve it, and perhaps draw on the knowledge in the AI field too. I felt a strange satisfaction at being on this side of the barrier now.

      We made a few breakthroughs, but I felt myself getting slower, lagging behind my younger colleagues. I started thinking about returning to academia.

      Once the first trials were complete, the early adopters, the wealthy and the hopeful, started signing up. We promised not just chemical imbalance improvements; we practiced rewiring.

      I was let go, but the severance package was more than generous. I decided to invest in the best thing I had: myself.

      “So now you will be lying on the table,” my co-worker Ravi laughed when I told him about my intentions.

      “You know what they say – we must change with the times…”

      So I did.

      

      Life 2: Semi-supervised learning

      To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure how much the rewiring had done for me, and how much was the placebo effect of my own expectations. I was supposed to emerge a fresher, faster thinker, but I knew how variable the results could be. I did feel fresh and full of life again, and I sought new challenges. I gravitated toward AI research quite naturally. They were seeking people with neuroscience backgrounds, too, and I was good with mathematics. I had to work double-hard compared to people from math-driven fields, but I liked the competition.

      AIs became my new obsession, especially neural nets’ architecture. It wasn’t just the connectivity and number of layers. It was the interaction rules, learning protocols, missing or partial supervision, short- and long-term memory, multiple AI interaction in GAN or age-determined layers or meta-populations… I started finding parallels between neuroscience, machine learning and ecology, and needed more research to be reasonably sure they were not just shallow analogies.

      I became so absorbed in work that I hardly had any personal life, but I didn’t mind – up to a point. You know how it goes, it’s a story as old as time: boy meets girl… In this case, a woman meets another woman. Chloe was a freelance science journalist who came to write a piece on our lab, and weeks later left arm-in-arm with me. To my own astonishment, it lasted.

      After less than a year of living together, Chloe surprised me by stating that she wanted a baby – with me. “I know it’s risky and expensive with two mothers, since they need to get rid of genetic imprinting, but new genanalyst AIs can take care of that. I would like to try – if you want it too,” she finished almost in a whisper.

      Money wasn’t the problem; we both had some savings and I was making more than enough. But as it turned out later, her health was. She came all puffy-eyed from the medical exam. “I can’t have a baby,” she blurted out and sank into a chair.

      I blinked. “Then… what about adoption?”

      “I wanted to have a child with you.”

      “So a surrogate mother?” I suggested.

      I could tell it was not the answer she was looking for.

      Chloe averted her gaze. “I hoped you’d want to carry our child, but obviously you have different priorities.” After a momentary silence, she looked at me with eyes gleaming with tears. “You’re always working. I… I’m so sorry, but I don’t think we have a future together.”

      To my own surprise, I found myself terrified.

      “No, please. I can change,” I pleaded.

      And once again, I did.

      

      Life 3: Family

      My family was the most precious thing in my life. It meant the world to me. I couldn’t understand how I could ever not see that right away. It was akin to perceiving the world fully after I’d shed the crushing burden of depression.

      Two of the eggs fertilized in-vitro managed to attach in the uterus. Despite the risks of carrying twins, we decided to keep them, and it was the best decision of our lives. We had two girls, both beautiful and healthy. Caring for them was a full-time job, so I left academia for the time being, and never regretted it. My life revolved around Alicia and Seba. I sometimes gave talks or taught math and biology as a substitute teacher, and it was enough to support us along with our savings and Chloe’s job. There was also a chance that an unconditional basic income would be implemented in our region. The future looked bright as ever.

      But the light of my life was extinguished without warning one foggy afternoon.

      One of the sparse recreational drivers lost control of his vehicle on a wet lakeside road and slammed into the AI-driven car transporting my wife and kids. The car’s AI tried to minimize the impact, but both vehicles were shot out of the road into the lake. The police said my wife would have likely died from her injuries; but the children drowned.

      The days of anger, desperation and bitterness after the accident blur into something almost incomprehensible whenever I think of it now. The grief was debilitating. I lost all strength and will, and I considered ending my own life once again after so many years. But I recalled my youth – and the decision that probably saved my life.

      Chloe would have wanted me to go on, I persuaded myself and made the call.

      The techniques I’d worked on myself long ago had improved vastly. Now few modifications within the normal human limits were beyond us, and I was no longer a rarity in seeking… change.

      “I want to retain all of my memories. Just – dial down the grief response, please,” I asked the doctor.

      He smiled comfortingly. After all, he was mainly there for the human touch. AIs analyzed my request and my health record, and came up with the final suggestions. They would perform the procedure, too; no need for clumsy human hands if you can have a magnitudes-greater precision.

      Thanks to these mods, the
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