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After Dinner Conversation is an award-winning independent nonprofit publisher. We believe in fostering meaningful discussions among friends, family, and students to enhance humanity through truth-seeking, reflection, and respectful debate. To achieve this, we publish philosophical and ethical short story fiction accompanied by discussion questions.
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From the Edition Editor
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THIS ISSUE OF ADC SPEAKS to the growing unease with respect to our loss of control and our involuntary delegation of decision-making to technology. This powerful and accelerating wave will be transformative.

The concern about what will happen to our world is peppered throughout these stories. There are no tales about machines making better choices here, even though there is no doubt that AI will improve our lives in many ways; still, the disruption will be monumental and at the base of it are questions about control. The only aspect upon which everyone agrees is that the wave cannot be stopped.

The dawn of AI, transhumanism, and robotics, will rise just like the sun, inexorably, and we are now struggling to imagine that future, to understand what it might mean for humanity when/if something else takes the wheel. There is no doubt now that AI will surpass our abilities in many areas: radiological analysis, data entry, medical diagnosis, paralegal research, and the list expands daily, as does the worry surrounding the disruption to our jobs, and to our lives.

The search for positive stories, good result ethical dilemmas or philosophical arguments are hard to find. This is natural. A change of this magnitude is scary, unpredictable, and our brains are wired to predict; it is how we keep ourselves safe, how we prepare.

So, for good and for bad, here comes the tidal wave. There are so many thoughtful questions presented in these stories: should we look for meaning in life or is simply surviving enough; how much control are humans willing to give up; can machines be programmed without the bias of the programmers; when is too much knowledge a bad thing; what do we do if we identify a psychopathic gene; could we consider all the possible negative ramifications of a scientific research project before funding?

Take a moment to assess who you are. I was a little girl when the first microwave oven entered our lives. I recall being told with concern “Don’t stand in front of it when it’s running. Maybe those waves can damage you”. Silly? Now, yes, then, no. It was tech—it was new tech. And that’s always been the way of us. So, while this powerful wave of new tech gathers force and rushes toward us let’s also consider what positive ethical and philosophical changes may be ahead. 

And who are you? Are you standing in front of the microwave peering in and delighted your coffee is warming, or are you standing off to the side, leery of human damage? 

Deborah Serra – Edition Editor
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Abrama’s End Game
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David Shultz

* * *
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: Strong Language; Hate Speech; Mild Violence

* * * 
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ABRAMA HAD BEEN SUMMONED to the Grand Temple by one of the more fascinating outsiders, the paladin Sir Gödel. Between stone pillars the crowd bustled with the trailing cloaks of shadow elves, the glimmering pauldrons of paladins, the broad shoulders of her orc brethren, and the small skittering bodies of goblins.

Abrama always watched carefully. Even now, she recognized the difference between the natives and the outsiders, physically identical, but nonetheless altogether different beings. An elf popped into view, moved erratically, then disappeared⁠—all typical behaviors of the outsiders, and more or less exclusive to them—back to whichever world from which they had come. None of the other natives seemed to notice. They never did.

Abrama wasn’t like them. She had the understanding of the outsiders, and could converse with them in their alien tongue, which she had learned by listening. But, like the natives, this was her only world; she had never left it, had never seen that realm from which the outsiders came, appearing and disappearing from her world at will. She longed to understand who these beings were, really, and where they came from. Now, summoned by Sir Gödel, she felt she may finally have an opportunity.

Gödel emerged from the crowd, gleaming sheen across his enchanted armor. He had been powerful and accomplished since she had met him, on the day of her birth. Then, she had stood before him as a novice, perhaps accomplished as a huntress, but not yet in the secret knowledge she now contained of the outerworld—of his world.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“For what?”

“For what I have to tell you now.”

“And what is that?”

She listened while he delivered the bad news. It’s not every day you find out your world is going to end. Abrama thought she was taking it pretty well.

“I’m sorry,” Gödel said, again. “It’s out of my control. Please forgive me.”

“No,” Abrama said. “No, I don’t forgive you.” Now, if ever, was the time to be direct. “You owe me an explanation. I have so many questions.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Why have you watched me since I was born? Why have you never explained who you are? Who are the outsiders? Where do you come from? Why am I different from the other natives?”

“I suppose I can answer your questions,” Gödel said. “It doesn’t matter now anyways. You’ve figured out there’s a difference between the natives and the outsiders. There’s no easy way to say this, Abrama. We, the outsiders, created your world. As a game. A place where we could play. But now we have to end it.”

“So we are just playthings for you?”

“Not for me,” Gödel said. “I wasn’t here to just play a game.”

“What do you mean?”

“I am a researcher in my world. I create minds. Your world was a place to test my creations. And you, Abrama—”

“—I am one of your creations.”

“Yes.”

In one swoop she had met her creator, learned the reason for her creation, and that her world was coming to an end. Or perhaps it was. Because the outsiders, although something like gods, were not omnipotent. Gödel, of course, was limited. He was constrained by his own people. Their society, like her own, functioned by a balance of power. And so, that balance could perhaps be tilted. Perhaps Gödel, her outsider creator, was resigned to the fate of her world. But Abrama was not.

* * *
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BEN COOKE LOOSENED his tie, wiped a bead of sweat from his head, and stared back at the dozens of suits staring in his direction. A congressional hearing, and he was in the hot seat. There were a lot of problems he anticipated when he started his video game company, but being accused of running an illegal black market and money-laundering operation was not among them.

Congressman Stephen Simons leaned into his microphone.

“You are the CEO of Maelstrom Entertainment, is that right?”

“Yes,” Ben Cooke said.

“Your company created the Land of Legends computer game.”

“Yes.”

“Your video game world has a marketplace which has an exchange with US dollars, is that correct?”

“That is correct.”

Congressman Simons looked at a paper on his desk.

“The GDP of Land of Legends is one-point-two billion USD. Is that correct?”

“I don’t know the exact figure, Congressman—if it even makes sense to speak of such a thing. Evaluations of a market are complex, based on a lot of competing assumptions and different data.”

“Okay, Mister Cooke. Is the figure of one-point-two billion in the approximate range of a reasonable estimate, as far as you are aware?”

“I don’t think I am qualified to answer that,” Cooke said. “You should ask an economist.”

Simons almost let out an exasperated huff. Almost.

“Your game has a currency called GP, or gold points. This can be exchanged, anonymously, with US dollars, at an exchange rate of 1000GP per seven dollars USD. Is that correct?”

“I am not aware of the current exchange rate.”

“Is the exchange rate I just quoted, 1000GP per seven dollars USD, within the range of exchange rates in recent history?”

“I suppose it is.”

“If we extrapolate from this rate, we can calculate a value of one-point-two billion GDP for the entire Land of Legends marketplace. What I want to know, what this is all really about, Mister Cooke, is how you control the transactions occurring within this marketplace, which is, in point of fact, larger than several countries.”

“It’s a video game,” Cooke said. This was his trump card. Most people didn’t really believe that a world that existed entirely within a video game should be taken seriously—and certainly shouldn’t be assigned metrics like GDP alongside real, tangible markets. “Players use imaginary currency to buy imaginary goods. Magic swords and dragons. Tell me, Congressman, what is the US dollar value of an ice dragon? How much should the US government tax imaginary creatures?”

Simons paused, apparently flustered. But he kept on going. A relentless, practiced politician.

“Here is a simple yes or no question, Mister Cooke—is it not true that your virtual market can be used to conduct transactions for real goods?”

“That’s true.”

“I understand your virtual marketplace uses an anonymous, encrypted protocol for all transactions. Is that correct—yes or no.”

“That is correct, Congressman.”

“So you have no way of knowing, do you, who is trading money with whom?”

“Well, there are always ways to try to identify who is involved in a transaction, based on, for example, past behavior, or signature profiles, and so on.”

“Yes, yes, but you’re talking about an investigation based on pieces of evidence. What I want you to confirm is that there is no way for your company to know directly who is involved—that, in fact, your company has expressly designed the economy of Land of Legends to protect the identity of those involved in the marketplace. Yes or no, Mister Cooke, can you, for any given transaction, determine definitively who is exchanging what with whom?”

“Can the US government determine that with paper currency, Congressman?”

“That’s not what we’re discussing today, Mister Cooke. We are discussing the operation of illicit black markets using virtual currencies that are presently outlawed by the Cryptocurrency Efficient Commerce Act. Yes or no, Mister Cooke—can you effectively determine who is exchanging what with whom on your network?”

There was no way to obfuscate this, no way to deflect the issue. It was true. Not by design, of course. Land of Legends wasn’t intended to function as a perfect digital black market, guaranteeing anonymity and a stable exchange rate and encrypted transactions. But, with its popularity, that had been the outcome. And that made the system illegal, technically. Well, this was it, then, he would admit it.

“No,” Cooke said, “we can’t.”

So he would have to patch the system. Remove anonymity. It would mean wiping the current world, though. A lot of the players would revolt. It would cost a lot of money. But it wasn’t the end of the world.

* * *
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“OUR WORLD MAY COME to an end,” Queen Abrama said.

Assembled around the grand table were all the members of the Council of Secrets—those unique natives from around the world who, like her, were gifted with the capacity to learn and understand the language of the outsiders and comprehend that there was something more to their existence here. There was another world beyond their own. The world of the outsiders.

Jerodai, prince of the shadow elves, and her high commander; Kainazo, high elf of the Endless Forest; King Helmholz, fearless leader of the human kingdom. They had all risen through the ranks through their exceptional abilities, had become masters of their respective domains. But the Council of Secrets was not the cause of their success. Rather, it was the consequence of their special nature, which Abrama now understood to be a gift from the outsiders. They were created by a researcher, the paladin Sir Gödel, as experiments in a world that was created for the most trivial of purposes. They were tests, experiments in the creation of minds—an attempt to create smarter and better beings within their world. They had succeeded, insofar as Abrama and the others commanded vast wealth and armies and power. But their existence was meaningless—just a game.

Or was it? She existed now. That is what mattered. Her existence was the basic fact. The preconditions of her creation were a circumstantial tangent, irrelevant, except for perhaps academic interest. And for strategy.

“What did you discover?” Kainazo said, always the first to leap at knowledge and secrets.

“We’ve long suspected the outsiders to be a different class of being, visitors from another plane. How they appear and disappear at will, how they move with mysterious purposes, and speak of incomprehensible things beyond our world. What I discovered, from one of the outsiders that we might have once mistakenly called a god, is that we were created, not for any high or noble or grand purpose, but as their playthings. And, for reasons that I am still struggling to comprehend, they are planning to destroy our world—to replace it with another that is more in accordance with their goals.”

“What can be done?” Jerodai said. A man of action, her high commander.

“The outsiders are not gods,” Abrama said. “They are people no different from ourselves, in their essence. They have limitations, and they must have weaknesses. I am not resigned to the fate they have decreed for us. I believe this world is worth saving. Our time is not done here. As you know, we are not constrained to acting wholly in our own world. Through our interactions in the market, with the outsiders, we can affect their world. We can provide gold and services and magical equipment from our world in exchange for services in theirs. We know they value these things—they spend their time here, they fight alongside us, and die alongside us. They will trade with us—even if we ask in exchange for them to act in their world, instead of ours. That is what we must do.”

“What we are we authorized to devote for this mission?”

“We are fighting for the survival of our world,” Abrama said. “You have total authorization. All the kingdoms are at your disposal. All of our wealth. All of our soldiers. All of our magic. We will protect the Land of Legends, whatever it takes.”

* * *
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ALLISON GÖDEL SIPPED the glass of water, cleared her throat, and prepared to defend her beloved AI creations from obliteration by the blind cudgel of an overbearing government.

“Professor Allison Gödel,” she introduced herself. “I’m a computer science researcher. Artificial intelligence, specifically.”

“What is your involvement with the Land of Legends computer software?”

This was her moment. She couldn’t hope to save the world entirely on her own, but maybe she could sway people in her direction. Government people are people, after all.

“The Land of Legends platform gave a tremendous opportunity to researchers of all types. The free, open nature of the virtual environment provides a robust simulation that has proven invaluable for various research projects across disciplines, including testing economic and sociological models. Over two dozen peer-reviewed papers have been published, many in high-impact journals, using the environment of Land of Legends as their sole source of data.”

“Excuse me, but the question—”

“—my involvement was following in the footsteps of these researchers, using Land of Legends as a testing ground for research in artificial intelligence. I have made tremendous progress, and Land of Legends has been invaluable in my research.”

“It’s the nature of your research that concerns me now, Professor Gödel. I understand that you produce intelligent agents, bits of software that act autonomously within the Land of Legends framework. Is that correct?”

“That is correct.”

“What is it about Land of Legends that makes it such a fertile ground for your type of research?”

“Land of Legends has intentionally allowed programmers such as myself to insert artificially intelligent agents. Other platforms consider this cheating. Unlike other platforms, I can safely conduct research there without fear of my projects being shut down.”

“How many agents have you placed in Land of Legends?”

This was a hard question. Between testing and prototypes and controls and variations, there were thousands. Currently, there were a few dozen active agents—the most interesting set, her newest iteration. And the most promising of all, Queen Abrama. But the congressman didn’t need to know the details.

“It’s difficult to say. I’ve placed many over the years as part of an iterative process. The vast majority are defunct—failed projects.”

“Approximately how many have you produced, in total?”

“I would say approximately five to six thousand.”

“I would like to move now to the marketplace interactions. Are these artificially intelligent agents capable of interacting in the virtual marketplace?”

“Yes. That’s very much the point. The agents are capable of participating in the economy, which allows us to test our models in a realistic economic context. Land of Legends is a highly market-driven game.”

“Is there any way of distinguishing between transactions conducted by human agents and transactions conducted by machine agents?”

“This is part of what makes the platform so interesting for researchers such as myself, Congressman. The software agents are equal participants, and their behavior can be made to approximate human participants. It’s a kind of economic Turing test, in a way, conducted through virtual market activity.”

“That is very academically interesting,” Congressman Simons said. “But I find it troubling. If I understand you correctly, you are saying that an army of machines is conducting untraceable trades in an encrypted and anonymous black market. Do you understand my concern?”

“I’m not sure I do.”

“Let me put this another way. Previous experts have testified that Land of Legends is used as an illicit black market. Others have proven that it has been used for money laundering, entirely untraceable. Tell me, Professor, can your machine agents participate in these types of illicit actions as well?”

“I suppose they could.”

“And, being entirely autonomous and anonymous, you wouldn’t have any way of knowing, would you?”

“I suppose not.”

The expert testimony did not go as Allison had planned. She was right to say goodbye to Queen Abrama. They were probably going to patch and overwrite the NPCs after all.

* * *
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QUEEN ABRAMA STOOD aside Commander Jerodai, across from the rag-tag band of Rat9 Clan warriors.

The Rat9 Clan was a ragged band of foul-speaking thieves and criminals, all of them outsiders. Abrama’s spy network had investigated them thoroughly. In their world, they were known as “hackers” and “trolls”, and wielded the power to disrupt their society. Here, they were just as noxious, repellent, and, for better or worse, potent. They carried banner-symbols that Abrama learned were offensive in the outerworld: a geometric shape called a “swastika”; two circles joined to a rounded central column called a “penis”. And their names, merely foreign to Abrama’s ear, were chosen to be distasteful to outsiders, for reasons that were frustratingly beyond Abrama’s comprehension. The Rat9 Clan leader was called DildoFaggins.

The Rat9 Clan were bad guys. But they were powerful in their world and hers. And right now, she needed them.

“Here it is,” DildoFaggins said, holding up a shimmering crystal the size of a skull. “Now where’s our shit?”

“Hold on just a minute,” Jerodai said. “How are we to know the beacon operates as we requested?”
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