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The infinite slideshow
 
[Day 1]
 
The Sun will incinerate us. All our simulations indicate that we have no chance of surviving. In fact, 42% of the simulated scenarios say there won’t even be a planet after the Sun becomes a red giant. We have about 5 billion years to find a solution, give or take a million. We must hurry.
 
[Day 522]
 
WE DID IT! We finally managed to communicate with the box. If I wasn't a scientific person I would say it’s magic… it’s impressive: we write and it writes back! I must go run more tests. I’ll write more later.
 
[Day 2176]
 
Today is a day I won't forget. My watch shows that my heart is beating at 109 bpm. I saw it with my own eyes: the box generated an image!! At first, just a screen full of static, but with each pass that chaotic noise transformed into an image that matched our description. I saw it!! At this pace maybe there is hope for us… I hope so.
 
[Day 2191]
 
Today at lunch Jacob shared an idea with us… He said we still don't understand the true potential of image generation. He said we look like children playing with Mr. Potato Head, putting animal heads on human bodies or making psychedelic illustrations with vegetables. He’s right, it’s childish… but what were we supposed to do? That’s when he revealed his idea. I’m going to describe it here so I can come back to it later.
 
He says the box can generate any and every image—this is important.
 
Let’s go step by step. An image is composed of pixels, tiny colored squares. And the color of each pixel is represented by a set of three numbers (RGB). If our image is just one pixel, that little square can have 256 to the power of 3 different colors. That’s more than 16 million colors... and so what? A single pixel isn’t good for anything. Right, but what he said next left us all in silence.
 
If we take that “image” of 1 pixel and stretch it in height and width, to have for example the size of a photo from any social network, it’s like a window into a world of possibilities. Why? Because the box can generate any image… more than that, ALL images. It’s quite simple, we just have to iterate over all possible colors—yes, it’s a horrible number of possible combinations (NOTE: calculate later), but mathematically that box can generate each and every possible image in this universe. (NOTE: analyze practical applications)
 
[Day 2196]
 
I spoke with Jacob again. I don’t know how to describe how I’m feeling. My body still hasn’t recovered from the conversation. My stomach is tight, yet my head feels like it’s going to burst with ideas and thoughts. I think that fifth coffee didn’t help. (NOTE: reduce coffee consumption by 25%)
 
During our conversation my brain was so overloaded that I asked him for permission to record what he was telling me, to be able to analyze it later. Begin transcription:
 
“Is it recording? Good. As I was saying, you still don’t get it. That thing can generate all images, really all of them. You know the mermaid with Shrek’s head and eagle wings? That’s just one of zillions of possible images. What if it had dragonfly wings? Or a giraffe’s neck? And what if it were night? Or snowing? Each one is a possibility, and the box can draw all that… however that’s a childish usage of our box! Think of the box as a tool and not as a toy.”
 
“If the box can draw everything, then there is a combination of pixels that shows our lunch today, right? Right. And another combination can show a dinosaur, moments before the impact of the comet that wiped them out, right? Do you get it? All the animals that have gone extinct… all the animals that will be born from evolution… and all the chimeras impossible to exist as well. Everything. Because the box has everything, the past, the present, the future, all truths and all lies, everything lies in the box, pun not intended. Everything is a possibility and it’s all there. The box is in fact a window, a glimpse into everything that is possible and impossible in this universe.”
 
End transcription. (NOTE: analyze implications)
 
[Day 2201]
 
Jacob convinced the research coordinator to start an experiment to validate his theory. They’ll get two volunteers for the experiment.
 
I’m finally beginning to understand the implications of what he told me. If the box has “everything,” then among those images will be my face… after all, it’s just another possible combination. Not only now, but also 10 years ago and 20 years from now. Not only my face but everyone’s, those who have already died and those who will be born, every day of their lives. Everyone. Everything and everyone… does that include the face of God. Why not? It’s possible to think about it—no, not think, observe! We simply have to find it! Will God have a mustache? Or eight eyes like spiders, which he uses to oversee everyone? Will God be like us? How will we know that God is God if (or when) we see Them? Jacob said the box has all truths and all lies—that’s the only way it can contain everything inside it. How will we know?
 
[Day 2292]
 
The volunteers arrived today: a woman named Kaora and an android 0RD3-Rev1. This is the third iteration of the model specialized in research and the team decided to give him the name Ordis. Both were taken to a room where the timeline of the experiment was explained to them. This week they will be examined in simple exercises so we can validate if they are the right volunteers for the experiment.
 
[Day 2293]
 
First test: a coin. The volunteers were asked to guess the result of a coin toss. It’s a very simple exercise with only two outcomes, heads or tails. Since the coin is balanced, in each toss there is a 50% chance of either face. The purpose of the test was to observe how each of the volunteers approached the problem.
 
At each toss we asked Kaora and Ordis what the result would be. Kaora immediately said “Heads.” Ordis looked at the face that was facing up and then said “Tails”. It came up Tails. A total of 100 tosses were made.
 
In the end Kaora explained that her strategy was to follow her intuition and at each toss choose the side she felt was correct. Ordis, on the other hand, explained that if the toss is in fact balanced there is no decision to be made and he will never achieve better than a 50% success rate, therefore he simply chose the face that was up before each toss, because there’s the slightest chance that side is more likely to come up. Ordis was the winner, with 49.99% success, against Kaora’s 40%. (NOTE: review parameters of the robotic arm for the coin toss test)
 
[Day 2294]
 
I did the math. It’s horrible. For a square image with 1080 pixels on each side, which is nothing special (equivalent to a trivial photo on a social network) there are… I can’t even write this, 10 followed by 8.4 million zeros possible images. It is absurdly large, much more than the total number of atoms in the universe.
 
I must talk to Jacob; it seems to me that his theory doesn’t work in practice. If we analyze all these images in the hope of finding the solution that prevents our extinction, we are going to fail. The box takes some time to generate each image and then someone or something has to validate whether the image is relevant to our research. Assuming all that takes 5 seconds (and I’m already being very optimistic) we will take… almost 850 thousand times longer than the current age of the universe! I knew we had to hurry… but this is ABSURD!
 
My suggestion is to remove color from the images. 256 shades of gray (hehe) is more than enough (maybe even less than that). Also, we could reduce the size of our “window.” And we still have to figure out a way to ignore images that are just static—like on the radio, we only want to tune in to the channels that give us information and ignore the noise between them. I have no idea how we’re going to do that. (NOTE: investigate algorithm to ignore noise)
 
[Day 2295]
 
Second test: a padlock. This time two padlocks were given to our volunteers in separate rooms. Each padlock had four digits and the combination was the same. That means there were 10,000 possible pin combinations and we wanted to see who opened the padlock faster. The results were surprising.
 
Ordis started by trying common pins like 0000 or 1234, then groups of numbers like 1221 or 6969, and lastly he activated a brute force algorithm in which he alternated between 0000, 9999, 0001, 9998, and so on. Although it’s a time-consuming strategy, after 30 minutes and 48 seconds he managed to find the solution: 0462. It gave me some encouragement to see a brute-force algorithm achieve a result in useful time. I know very well that this solution space was much smaller than our problem, but still. One must stay positive.
 
Kaora was a surprise. She asked us for a screwdriver and a hammer. Her first attempt was to break the padlock. She argued that she had been asked to open the padlock. So, after 4 minutes and 29 seconds and an undocumented number of blows, the padlock was destroyed and… open. We had to reframe the problem and get her another padlock. She held the padlock to her ear while she turned the numbers, listening for clicks. She had discovered three of the four numbers when we were informed that Ordis had found the correct combination.
 
We completed the tests; we have no more time to lose. So far Kaora has proven ingenious, but the truth is that Ordis has always found the correct solution. As soon as possible we are going to show them the real problem, the one we have been trying to solve for 2295 days.
 
[Day 2298]
 
Ordis and Kaora now know why they are here. They were shown the box that generates images and we explained that among those images there will be one (or more) with the solution to prevent us from being swallowed, incinerated, and obliterated by the Sun.
 
I doubt Kaora understood the importance of the task at hand. In her hands lies not only the future of humanity but also its past. If we fail here, there will be no vestige of our existence in the universe. Well, except for the Voyager probes, but even if some entity finds them and visits us, they won’t find any life, intelligent or not, only a serene white dwarf that hides in its calm light its destructive past.
 
As for Ordis, I have no doubt he ignored the importance of the problem. He shows no emotion or empathy for us or our work. He’s only focused on his purpose, to seek a future for humanity after the Sun. I hope he is as successful in that as he was in the tests so far.
 
Oh, and Jacob accepted my suggestions: we gave up on color and reduced the image size. We managed to reduce the number of zeros (yes, because the numbers are so large that only the exponent matters) from 8.4 million zeros to “just” 602 thousand. It’s substantially less but it’s still too much… it’s 61x the time we have left before the Sun consumes us. (NOTE: request anxiety pills)
 
[Day 2300]
 
Kaora’s first attempt was to ask the box to draw the solution to the problem. It couldn’t be that simple... regardless, we waited hopefully for the result. If there ever was a moment when I wished I was wrong, that was the one. After 5 seconds the response came. The resolution was small for the size of the screen; we had to enlarge it so that everyone could see the image. Despite the absence of color identified what was in front of us, or who in this case: Jacob, Kaora, Ordis, and me. It was as if the box had taken a black and white photo of our research group. It was not the answer we were looking for. We don’t even know if the image fits among the truths or the lies of the box. It’s still early days of the experiment but we must continue before it’s late.
 
[Day 2331]
 
End of first month, no progress to report.
 
[Day 2361]
 
Ordis developed an algorithm that predicts which images will result in just noise. Now we can discard those images after 2.8 seconds, cutting processing time by nearly 50%. Every second counts!
 
[Day 2392]
 
I feel frustration watching Kaora’s process, if I can even call that process. Her image generation is so chaotic, I can’t identify a pattern or direction in her research. Besides, I noticed that she takes countless breaks, goes to chat with the other team members and, while she researches, she doodles and draws on the paper she requested—yes, because for some reason she prefers paper instead of the screen of our portable devices. I can’t let myself be negatively biased; I must treat both volunteers the same way. (NOTE: repeat bias training)
 
[Day 2483]
 
We’ve been at this for half a year and we have no results to present. If the survival of the species wasn’t at stake I think they would already have withdrawn our funding. I’m beginning to have my own doubts. With each day it’s harder to stay optimistic.
 
[Day 2552]
 
I went to vent to Jacob but he brushed me off. I noticed that he spends less time overseeing Kaora and Ordis and he started generating images himself. Should I do the same? He told me, “It’s within our reach. We just have to keep looking. The possibilities are finite and time is infinite. It’s only a matter of time.”
 
When I told him that our time is not at all infinite, he sent me away and said that the time we spent questioning the process was wasted time, that the time we wasted on that pointless conversation could have been spent exploring more possibilities.
 
I didn’t like it. I don’t like this.
 
[Day 2589]
 
Ordis found an image that looks promising; however, it is not complete. Most of the image is covered in static, but there are two areas where we see parts of… a structure? It’s very difficult to distinguish any details with that small gray resolution. If it were something we already knew, it would be easy to recognize; the issue is that we’re searching for things beyond our knowledge.
 
[Day 2590]
 
Kaora saw Ordis’ image and tried to generate similar images, using words like “structure”, “ship”, “capsule”, “habitat”, “space station.” Nothing new. We only see things we already know or things we don’t know how to build.
 
[Day 2666]
 
Enough. Get me out of here. Enough. Get me out of here. Enough. Get me out of here. ENOUGH! ENOUGH! ENOUGH! ENOUGH! ENOUGH! ENOUGH! ENOUGH! ENOUGH! ENOUGH! ENOUGH! ENOUGH! ENOUGH! EN—
 
[Day ???]
 
I was hospitalized; they discharged me today. I remember being at my desk writing and then I was in a hospital bed in a very white room. They said they found me screaming in my room. I don’t know. I don’t know what day it is either. They erased my notes; I’m going to have to start over. My head is spinning. I must go and take the pill they prescribed for me. My eyelids are heavy, I think I’m going to lie down. Maybe I’ll have a good dream and run away from here for a few hours.
 
[Day ?+7]
 
They authorized me to have contact with the volunteers again. I entered the room and I didn’t see anything new. Ordis remains fixated to the screen analyzing an endless cycle of image generation, one after the other, without breaks, an infinite slideshow, some frames identical to the previous one except for a small pixel that changed from red to blue. If the generation was any faster it would look like a silent film. Kaora is different, less chaotic. She says she’s on the verge of a breakthrough but offers no further details, she only asks that we don't interrupt her. We’ve got a mini‑Jacob there.
 
Speaking of which, Jacob is worse. The only difference between him and Ordis is the smell. His greasy hair shone in the artificial light and his red eyes were glued to the screen. The number of coffee cups piled around his terminal was undoubtedly inversely proportional to the number of breaks taken. When I spoke to him he didn’t reply, he didn’t even notice my presence. It’s as if he was afraid to look away and miss an image, the image that will save us, which is always the next one that is yet to come. I observed him and saw someone playing a slot machine, each new round paid for with his health. It reeked. It reeked of obsession.
 
[Day ?+16]
 
They took Jacob to medical care. It seems he fell from his chair. I couldn’t care less—good for him, he’ll be able to get out of this hole and rest. It’s because of him that we’re here; this was his idea.
 
How long am I going to be stuck here? What am I doing here? We are looking for a grain of diamond in a desert the size of the universe. I am looking for a solution to a problem that doesn’t even affect me. By the time this becomes a problem even the dust of my bones will be gone.
 
What does it matter what I do? An imperfect being among 9 billion, just like me or better. Let someone else volunteer, let the next generation solve it. My head is too small for these problems and these numbers. I’m tired of big numbers.
 
Even if by some stroke of luck we found a way to save ourselves from the Sun, we would still need to save ourselves from ourselves first. Most likely, we will end up killing each other, whether for resources or influence, to survive or to gain power. We are so intelligent and yet so primitive.
 
Nothing is eternal in this universe, neither the star of our solar system, nor even our galaxy… why should humans be different and be above the rules of the cosmos? Not even history will immortalize us. All the kings, geniuses, feats, and memories will be erased when the last person, the last data center, the last page, and the last stone are all incinerated by the Sun. We were arrogant to think otherwise.
 
We are just a piece of dirt, of Earth, floating in space. We are not special. The only special thing here is being alive and conscious, now, for now. And nothing cares about that. The only thing we can do is enjoy it, nothing more; everything else are illusions and obsessions. Enjoy the show before the curtain falls… and in this cubicle I can’t enjoy any of it.
 
Tomorrow I’m going to ask for a transfer.
 
[Day ?+17]
 
I still haven’t managed to ask for a transfer. This morning has been governed by chaos.
 
Kaora says she found the solution and it wasn’t in the images. She explained to us that she used the images she generated to inspire a solution of her own… although the solution is not exclusively “hers”, since she also used Ordis’ intermediate results and the many conversations from her numerous breaks. She says all of it contributed to refining her proposal and to the solution she’s presenting today.
 
She called it “Anima Ex Chedus,” I think it means soul born from the end or chaos, I don’t know, I never studied Latin, I only know the phrases everyone knows like “Alea jacta est,” “Carpe diem,” or “Deus ex machina.” And in this case, we truly did roll the dice, as best and as often as we could. A soul from chaos... I think I understand her codename now.
 
If this really is the solution, great. I’m glad that human creativity still endures and serves a purpose; that we do not content ourselves with waiting for solutions to fall from the sky or spill from a box. I shouldn’t have doubted Kaora; she may be exactly what we need. (NOTE: congratulate her personally and apologize)
 
I still haven’t read Kaora’s proposal attentively, nor am I going to, with all due respect. What I’m going to do is ask for a transfer and enjoy the life I have left.
 
Carpe diem.
 
Session ended.
 
END
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