
  
    [image: The Digital Aesthete]
  


  
    
      THE DIGITAL AESTHETE

      Human Musings on the Interaction of Art and AI

    

    
      
        EDITED BY ALEX SHVARTSMAN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: UFO Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        The Brave New Generative World

        Alex Shvartsman

      

    

    
      
        Silicon Hearts

        Adrian Tchaikovsky

      

      
        Forged

        Jane Espenson

      

      
        A Beautiful War

        Fang Zeyu, translated by Nathan Faries

      

      
        Stage Shows and Schnauzers

        Tina Connolly

      

      
        The Mercer Seat

        Vajra Chandrasekera

      

      
        Good Stories

        Ken Liu

      

      
        The Factory of Market Desires

        Rodrigo Culagovski

      

      
        The Forms of Things Unknown

        Julie Nováková

      

      
        Eve & Mada

        Mose Njo, translated by Allison M. Charette

      

      
        Torso

        H. Pueyo

      

      
        The Laugh Machine

        Auston Habershaw

      

      
        The Unknown Painter

        Henry Lion Oldie, translated by Alex Shvartsman

      

      
        Hermetic Kingdom

        Ray Nayler

      

      
        A World of Tragic Heroes

        Zhou Wen, translated by Judith Huang

      

      
        Emil’s Labyrinth

        Anna Mikhalevskaya, translated by Alex Shvartsman

      

      
        Reader Alice

        Taiyo Fujii, translated by Emily Balistrieri

      

      
        Prompt

        Marina and Sergey Dyachenko, translated by Julia Meitov Hersey

      

      
        Contributor Bios

      

    

    

  


  
    
      PUBLISHED BY

      

      UFO Publishing

      1685 E 15th St.Brooklyn, NY 11229

      www.ufopub.com

      

      Copyright © 2023 by UFO Publishing

      Stories copyright © 2023 by the authors

      Translations copyright © 2023 by the translators

      

      Print co-publisher: CAEZIK SF&F

      Trade paperback ISBN: 978-1647101107

      

      All rights reserved. No part of the contents of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without the written permission of the publisher.

      

      Cover art and graphics design: K.A. Teryna

      Copyeditor: Tarryn Thomas

      

      Visit us on the web:

      www.ufopub.com

      www.future-sf.com

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum
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      This is not the future we were promised.

      Sure, the science fiction writers overestimated our rate of technological development many times in the past. We never got flying cars in the 1980s, a space odyssey in 2001, or a Lunar colony in 2018 (per Babylon 5).

      Those same writers imagined all kinds of intelligent machines doing all sorts of things. The machines might take over the drudgery of menial labor and usher in a utopia, or rise up in an all-out war against their human masters. Despite such a wide array of options, very few of these stories dealt with a scenario where AIs would paint, write, and compose, stealing creative jobs from human artists. This may not be Skynet-level bad, but it is not okay, right?

      Of course, the statement “AI creates art and steals jobs from artists” is wildly inaccurate and contains two and a half fallacies.

      The first fallacy is the use of the term ‘AI.’ Coined in the 1950s, Artificial Intelligence is something we haven’t come close to achieving, and while AI is currently the hottest Silicon Valley buzzword, it doesn’t accurately describe the technologies involved. Midjourney, DALL-E, ChatGPT, Bard, and similar tools are powered by what are called LLMs—large language models that run on neural networks. Basically they catalog and label enormous amounts of data and then evaluate this data very quickly using an artificial process modeled after the synapses in a biological brain. Sounds complicated? It is, which is why we so readily default to the simple-but-erroneous catchall of ‘AI.’ Nothing that approximates human-level intelligence is involved. There’s just data processing at an industrial scale, and the more data you feed into such a model, the better results it is likely to spit out.

      The second fallacy is that these programs create anything. Their job is to generate text or an image that they judge to be the closest mathematical match to whatever query they’re given. They approximate a response, and the outcome is best described by Ted Chiang, who called ChatGPT “a blurry JPEG of the web.” Since these LLMs are only concerned with producing what looks like a proper response, they have no problem whatsoever with mixing reasonable-sounding falsehoods in among the facts. On a philosophical level, one might argue that making up facts is indeed a creative process, much like telling a story. On a practical level, if I wanted bald-faced lies proffered to me as facts with the overconfidence of a coddled teenager, there are plenty of pundits and TV channels I could tune in to for that.

      I asked Bard and ChatGPT for my own bio. “He attended the University of Pennsylvania, where he studied English and Russian,” lied Bard. It added, “Shvartsman has also written two fantasy novels, Eridani's Crown (2019) and The Digital Aesthete (2023).” Yes, this science fiction anthology you’re reading now. The irony is delicious.

      ChatGPT has a different yet equally erroneous idea about my education. “He holds a master’s degree in computer science from the Brooklyn College of the City University of New York.” It then goes on to pad my resume a lot more than Bard does: “He has been a finalist for the Hugo Award, the Nebula Award, and the World Fantasy Award.” (From your twisted database to God’s ears, Chatbot.) And, improbably: “Shvartsman has been involved in organizing and running science fiction conventions. He has served as a program coordinator and panelist at various conventions, including Boskone and Capclave.” This should come as a surprise to the good folks who run those conventions—and especially Boskone, which I’ve never even attended.

      I have been a panelist at many a Capclave. There are plenty of accurate facts parsed from Wikipedia and elsewhere in both iterations of my bio. To any person who isn’t an expert on SF/F awards and publications, the bio will look reasonable and authoritative, which is the point, and also the danger of accepting LLM-generated content at face value.

      But while lying may in fact be a creative process, making up things is not enough to tell a compelling story. Any fiction which LLMs are capable of generating as of mid-2023 is bland and uninspired at best. To paraphrase Chiang, it is a blurry image of what a story should look like. It has no soul, contains no gorgeous prose capable of delighting the reader and keeping them up late at night to read just one more chapter.

      Chiang likens the quality of LLM-generated prose to a first draft: “Some might say that the output of large language models doesn’t look all that different from a human writer’s first draft, but, again, I think this is a superficial resemblance. Your first draft isn’t an unoriginal idea expressed clearly; it’s an original idea expressed poorly, and it is accompanied by your amorphous dissatisfaction, your awareness of the distance between what it says and what you want it to say.” I say he’s being generous. A good writer’s first draft isn’t usually milquetoast.

      A plot generated by a neural network tends to be formulaic, inoffensive, and often saccharine. It goes out of its way not to challenge the reader or the reader’s worldviews, much like the Feelies in Huxley’s Brave New World. Except the Feelies were capable of drawing in the viewer, even if they were heavy-handed in manipulating that viewer’s reactions and emotions.

      We’ve all seen beautiful pictures from Midjourney, presently the undisputed leader among several image-generating programs. It appears the LLMs are a lot more adept at generating visual art than text. But are they really? Artists and software engineers will both tell you they’re far from perfect. Even those images that do not have obvious issues, such as too many fingers on a character’s hand or a building melting into the ground, may still suffer from poor perspective, characters staring into nothing, and other such imperfections. As explained by AR/VR engineer and award-winning author Kimberly Unger, “More people have a grounding in the structure of language, even though they may have forgot the specifics, then have a grounding in the structure of visuals. So to your average observer, it’s easier for them to understand, often unconsciously, where the text goes wrong, than it is for them to understand where the pictures go wrong.”

      Except, some images turn out better than others. And since the program can generate them endlessly, determined individuals are able to get the results they want. Prompt engineering is a skill set that allows people to hone their queries to produce results other humans are likely to judge more pleasing. Some prompt engineers claim this makes them artists, and while I find this claim to be a stretch, I do think that, at least at some level, this makes them curators in the same way a magazine editor reviews hundreds of story submissions to select one or two they’d like to publish.

      Which brings us to the remaining half-fallacy (and please indulge me for the moment on the ‘half’ part): LLMs steal jobs from artists.

      Commercial artists are among those affected the most. So many LLM-generated images are being used in creating book covers, interior illustrations, and other graphics, it is impossible to argue that artists are not already being hit in the pocketbook.

      Generative text may not yet be good enough to replace writers and translators of fiction—yet being the key word. But we’re already seeing a lot of copy writing and copy editing work being shifted to a light and poorly-compensated revision process of whatever an LLM had generated in seconds.

      And then there’s the big one: much of the data fed into the large language models isn’t in the public domain. LLMs regurgitate art, books, articles, and other copyrighted material, so much so that critics have taken to calling them “plagiarism machines.” Those faux bios of mine had lines lifted verbatim from online sources. Anyone relying on a chatbot to generate text for them can’t be certain they won’t end up with an unattributed direct quote. But even if they don’t, a case can be made that tiny bits of creative work are being lifted from individual creators, like a bank heist where a penny is stolen from every account to net the thief millions.

      Proponents of the technology argue that neural nets “learn” in the same way the human brain does. I read Bradbury and Bulgakov and Brackett growing up, and each author is a little bit responsible for whatever writing style I eventually developed. The same holds true for painters and composers and cinematographers—none of us create in a vacuum. But whatever philosophical similarities may exist, there are legal distinctions, and those distinctions are already being tested. On June 28, 2023, writers Monda Awad and Paul Tremblay filed a lawsuit against OpenAI, the company behind ChatGPT, claiming that their copyrighted books were being used to train the LLM without their consent. Days later, similar lawsuits against OpenAI and Meta were filed by Sarah Silverman, Christopher Golden, and Richard Kadrey.

      At some point laws will likely be passed that govern what companies can and cannot do when training their datasets. But as history teaches us, it’s nearly impossible to stuff the genie of new technology back into the bottle. The laws will likely be different across borders, and we may see companies relocate their generative bots to friendlier jurisdictions. Individuals will be able to shop around, opting for their preference of ethical models trained on public domain and opt-in material or models based in countries whose courts decide harvesting copyrighted material in this fashion is permissible. Japan has already taken an early pro-AI stance; minister of education, science, and technology Keiko Nagaoka stated that using any information in training datasets does not violate copyright laws in her country.

      A much more effective strategy is social pressure. A lot of people don’t want the AI art. Many science fiction magazines prohibit people from sending in AI-assisted submissions. Major publishers have suffered backlash over using bits of AI-generated art in lieu of stock art. If you and I are willing to vote against such art-flavored byproducts with our dollars, then surely that can act as some sort of a check on their use?

      This is where the half-fallacy comes in. What we call AI is already stealing some creative jobs, maybe enough to voice concern but not enough to put us out to pasture … yet.

      The technology behind these generative engines is improving fast. Noticeable upgrades happen in a matter of weeks and months, not years. The JPEG of the web is gaining resolution and becoming a little less blurry with every iteration. Even now, it can sometimes be difficult to confirm whether a piece of digital art is human-made or generated. A major magazine had to recently pull down an issue cover because they believed it to be AI-generated or assisted, but the artwork was good enough for them to have selected it in the first place. So what happens when a sufficiently advanced painting, poem, or story is indistinguishable from human ingenuity?

      This is an existential threat and a terrifying concept to many. Others think this scenario will not be quite so terrible. They either see these tools as little different from Photoshop, or imagine exciting ways to collaborate with the machines to create something new and wonderful.

      In his June 2023 Slate article, Ken Liu argues that a flood of generated content won’t significantly worsen the equation for most authors since there are already way more books published daily than anyone could ever hope to read. “I can’t see an A.I. succeeding in the market simply by writing ‘better’ books faster. The book market is much too inefficient and ridiculous to be any kind of capitalist ‘meritocracy.’”

      Others see this as an inevitable and acceptable sacrifice in our never-ending march of technological progress. We always lose jobs and replace them with new ones. How many fletchers, chimney sweeps, or coachmen are there in today’s society? Except art is not merely work. It’s different from giving up coal mining or horse carriages in favor of better technologies. Many of us consider it to be an inalienable human birthright.

      Will we feel differently if and when a true artificial intelligence is developed and it is able to create art and not merely generate a mathematical approximation of it? After all, we would surely not hold the same bias against art by aliens or uplifted animals. These are difficult questions, and even the years of reading science fiction may not have sufficiently prepared us to come up with any sort of definitive answers.

      It is not the future we were promised; what happens next may be terrible or spectacular, or both, but surely it will be fascinating. And so we do what writers have always done: we pour our anxieties and hopes about all of this onto the page.
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      “Next up is Johnny Zepter.” Steve called up the figures. At her own screen, Kate opened the spreadsheet and readied herself to make notes.

      “This week, our good buddy Zee submitted four hundred and seventy-three stories to eight different outlets, of which four were accepted.” Steve nodded in appreciation. “Nice work Jay-Zee. That’s another forty quid in the kitty.”

      “One percent takeup,” Kate noted. “We’re hitting the mark nicely there.”

      “People’s tastes don’t change, right?” Steve said. Johnny Zepter wrote space adventure. He had a stable of half a dozen two-fisted, square-jawed action types who encountered alien planets or artifacts, defeated the locals with human ingenuity or just by punching them in what they had for faces, discovered something superficially revelatory and made a witty quip about it. Four hundred times this week alone. “Looks like they were all Captain Clarge stories, too, so there’s something about that character that appeals to people. What are the parameters? Can you check the MCs?”

      Kate dutifully opened up the prompts they’d written for Zepter’s various main characters. “Clarge is the racy one who gets off with the aliens.”

      “Better add that into the others, if that’s what people want. Shift the erotica slider a couple percent, maybe a whole ten percent for one MC, and we’ll see if we can lead the algorithm.”

      “What’s audience response like?” Kate asked.

      “Sixty-nine percent positive response.”

      “You made that up.”

      “Well okay it’s sixty-one, but that’s funnier.”

      “Steve, eight percent difference will screw with how we—will affect how we target the next wave of submissions. Stop mucking around.”

      Just a snicker from Steve.

      “Come on, I don’t have all evening. I’ve got work in the morning,” Kate prodded him.

      “Fine, fine. Okay, next up is Max Parriman.” Parriman wrote horror stories about psychological disintegration, body horror, and monsters that might or might not be there. Once their most successful textbot but … “Five hundred and three submissions, zero takeup,” Steve said. “Bloody hell, Max, what are you doing?”

      “Actual zero?”

      “Not one story placed all week,” Steve confirmed. “They’ve switched up the algorithm on us.” Either the websites their bots were submitting to had seen a shift in reader preferences, or there’d been a software update. Either way, whatever Parriman was doing with its stories wasn’t hitting the mark with the bots that served as editors.

      “Wasn’t there a new rollout of Cryptkeeper 4.3 though? It must be that,” Kate suggested. ‘That’ being the horror-lit version of the standard Gatekeeper program most of the screening bots were built on.

      “I’ll go on the boards after and see if other people are having the same issues,” Steve suggested.

      “You could go on the sites and see whose stories are getting accepted, and we could recalibrate our Parriman prompt to be more like that.”

      “Jesus, you want me to read stuff, Kate. Like school.”

      “No, I want you to dust off the lector bot and have it summarise for you, and generate a prompt based on what’s out there,” she said patiently. “You know, proper research.”

      “Ugh. Fine. Still sounds like work.”

      “Anyway, so nothing from Parriman this week. Who’s next?”

      “JP Cortley, let’s have a look at you.” Cortley wrote a number of crime series, from hard-nosed procedural to decidedly cosy. “Seven hundred and thirty-four submissions, eighteen acceptances! Star player, JP! Three Inspector Bloak mysteries, two Jemima Grift stories and … bloody hell, a whole thirteen Fannell and Frie in print this week. Lucky for some!” Fannell and Frie were the cosiest of cosy crime, a rather sedate pair of police officers in a pleasant village where crimes revolved around such British staples as cricket, tea and the local women’s knitting circle. “Four were in premium markets, too. That’s a cool one hundred ninety quid from JP. Nice one, mate.”

      “Sounds like a definite shift in gatekeeper or reader taste. What’s the satisfaction feedback?”

      “Er … seventeen percent. Mostly first-time readers.”

      “Seventeen?”

      “Yeah, let’s see.” Steve ran over the report generated by their summary bot. “Okay, we’re having that long series continuity problem again, all right. A lot of people complaining that several of the supporting cast who turned up had already been murdered in previous stories.”

      “Can we spin it as prequels?”

      “Some of them got murdered again. I mean, I know it’s a tiny village where people are regularly getting murdered, but offing individual old ladies multiple times seems a bit brutal.” Steven rubbed at his face. “I don’t want to reset F&F. They’ve done well for us. But if the bot can’t keep its own continuity straight it’s going to degenerate into nonsense.”

      Kate shrugged. “Any censure from the outlets?”

      “Not yet, but it’s going to happen. I’ll sort it, don’t worry.”

      “Who’s next?”

      Steve opened the next batch of data. “Okay, Mary Gamin, let’s see how you did.” Gamin was their romance bot, the big earner. “One thousand five hundred and seventeen stories submitted this week. Uptake was … damn me.”

      “Steve?”

      “Three hundred and four.”

      “What? Jesus!”

      “Three hundred and four.” Steve actually had to hold onto the edge of his desk. “We just made bank, my friend. We just paid the rent. Bloody hell.”

      Kate was already considering whether she actually had to take the gig jobs her app had found for her tomorrow. A lie-in and a nice bottle of something suddenly sounded like what they’d earned. “What’s satisfaction like?”

      “It’s …” Steve went quiet.

      “Come on, how’d they like them? How’s old Mary playing?” Kate pressed.

      “Um. Like … zero. Zero percent satisfaction. Oh Jesus. Oh man, the complaints file. Kate there are … seven thousand six hundred and eighty three individual complaints.”

      Kate made a choking sound. “God did we send the erotica to the light romance or something?”

      “And that’s just the people who felt strongly enough to complain. You know it’s like an iceberg. Kate we …”

      “What?”

      “We’ve been de-listed. Mary Gamin has been delisted by … everywhere. They’re not accepting more from her. They killed her, Kate. Killed her dead. We’re going to have to think of a whole new name.”

      “We’re going to have to do more than that,” Kate pointed out. “Romance was our big earner. We need to work out what the hell went wrong. What’s summary bot got for us?”

      “Says … um … gibberish. Nonsense.”

      “The summary is?”

      “No, that’s what people didn’t like. Not too racy or not racy enough or the guy she ended up with had the wrong colour hair or the usual. That it was … gibberish. Hold on, I’m going to see what’s up on the site. I think we’ve just been nobbled.” A few clicks and he had the story in front of him. For a couple of seconds he just stared.

      “I mean they’re not wrong,” he said at last. “This is utter balls.”

      Kate looked over his shoulder, reading:

      

      
        
        jade plantish break

        fine fall the

        out of grease nine more thanks glower so glower so hand and break

        the

        carriage portal partial glib not glower not glib half owls break hand or

      

      

      

      “Did you get her to channel e. e. cummings or something?” she demanded.

      “I do not know what the F this is,” Steve complained. “Or no, I do. We were hacked. Some bot got at our submission, is what this is. I’ll sort it. I’ll appeal the block. I mean, it’s obvious this isn’t what we actually meant to send in. I’ll get our bots to generate an argument for their bots. It’ll be fine. Mary Gamin will ride again.”

      “Wait. Hold on.” Kate had her thinking frown on. “This isn’t our problem.”

      “That’s what I’m saying!” Steve said, already partway through drafting the instructions.

      “No, I mean these are reader complaints about stories that got accepted for publication. So if someone got hacked, it wasn’t us, was it? Because this garbage was actually up for public consumption. It must have happened when the files were with the outlet.”

      Steve clapped his hands together happily. “Damn, you’re right. I’ll just grab the original submissions and resend, let them know they’ve got a security issue. I knew Mary wouldn’t let us down.” He mopped his forehead. “I thought we were screwed, there. I mean, it’s our reputation as writers, right?”

      “Our what?” Kate asked him.

      “If people think we’re going to send them any old crap—”

      “Our reputation as writers?” she echoed, giving him a look.

      “Well sure, what would you call it?”

      “I mean that feels like the guy who does the accounts for the Olympic team calling themselves a gold medallist, but okay, you do you.”

      “Whatever.” He shrugged. “Now, let’s see what she actually did send …. Huh …”

      “What?”

      “This … okay …”

      “What?” Kate pressed.

      “Okay. This is what we sent. It’s all the same stuff. Jesus, there are pages and pages of it. Every single story is right at the word limit.” He was calling up submissions faster and faster. “Fifteen hundred and change stories, every one bloody meaningless. What the hell?”

      “So we were hacked?” Kate watched him flick from one submission to the next, seeing fragmentary sentences like plough grim arc the arc that grain post activation blank the blank nil grain, although probably the actual details weren’t really key.

      “I mean, I guess we must have been.” Steve sat back. “Just Mary though. I mean, we’d have noticed if it was everyone. Someone’s got it in for us. Or, I guess, just some roaming bot discovered us and we met its parameters for someone whose day it wanted to ruin. Damn me.”

      “Hold on,” Kate said.

      “What? It was Bradshaw, right? You’re thinking it was Bradshaw? I mean he always did say he’d come over and—”

      “No, wait. This doesn’t make sense.”

      “I mean that’s the point, Kate,” Steve said impatiently.

      “No. Three hundred and whatever stories accepted.”

      “Yes. If it had just been two or three then we’d not have ended up barred!”

      “Accepted, though. Biggest take-up rate we ever had.”

      Steve subsided into a thoughtful rumble.

      “I mean … what did we …? We didn’t even change Mary’s prompt, did we? Just same old same old: meets, loses, re-finds, wins thing? That’s what always worked for her, isn’t it?”

      Steve said something indistinct. Kate was instantly suspicious.

      “What did you do, Steve?”

      Mutter mutter mutter, “Might have tweaked it a bit,” mutter.

      “Steve?”

      “All right!” He threw his hands up. “Look, I thought Mary wasn’t reaching her proper potential.”

      “Steve, she was the damn cash cow. She was the one where our prompt was really getting some traction!”

      “Not good enough!” he shot back. “I mean, in print every week, sure. A good following. But we never … you know.”

      “Steve, what?”

      “You know.”

      “Steve, tell me this isn’t that damn award again.”

      He scowled at his screen.

      “What did you do?”

      “I just got tired of jockeying our instructions about, getting acceptances, getting good feedback, good numbers, and yet no recognition. And it was right at the end of the eligibility period. I had to do something. I mean we deserve it, Kate. Mary deserves it.”

      “‘Mary’ is an algorithm we’ve instructed to generate romance stories based on rules inferred from previous successful romance stories,” Kate pointed out. “And we are people who give ‘Mary’ parameters that will push the right buttons with the gatekeeper algorithms and the reading audience, so that we can make any money out of this business. And you want an award?”

      “There is an award. For writers like us. And I wanted it. Just the once. Is that so bad?” Steve demanded. “I mean, Bradshaw won it that time, and his prompts are toss compared to ours.”

      Kate put her head in her hands. “What did you tell Mary to do?”

      “All the usual, but with an overriding parameter of ‘Write a story that will appeal to the judge of the Silicon Heart Award.’ Is that wrong? How did that turn into this?”

      “I …” Kate frowned. “I mean, you’d think you’d just end up with a weak version of the last ten winners mashed together, really. Not great art but not … this. Unless the judge is actually e.e. cummings or something.”

      “I mean it’s judged by—”

      “Yes, obviously. There’s an algorithm. I know how these things work, Steve.” Kate sighed. “Chalk it up to experience. Somehow. You screwed with the prompt and you broke it. Archive Mary, since nobody’s taking her submissions anymore. Let’s get a new romance persona out there. It was probably about time we changed things up anyway. Onwards and upwards. Who’s next?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It happened four months later, when they were partway through their accounting for the most recent batch of submissions. Zepter was holding onto his acceptable one percent acceptance rate. They’d solved the incompatibility between Parriman and the new Cryptkeeper algorithms, so the old horror workhorse was back in print with its tales of unpleasantness. With some reluctance, they’d had JP Cortley retire Fannel and Frie to prevent an increasingly recursive series of murders. Instead they’d debuted two new cosy mystery series. Gimlet and Grey was basically just Fannel and Frie with the names changed and had seen a couple of successes. Constable Tumms was an experiment by Kate where she’d had the bot draw on 1920s resources for the stories, for a vintage historical feel. Tumms had gotten a jump on the algorithm, with a big take-up rate and a lot of audience satisfaction, so Kate was feeling pretty smug about herself. Probably Bradshaw and all the others would be scrabbling to prompt their own competitors, but you always had an edge if you were the first with a new idea.

      They were just about to peel the wrapper on the first week of their new romance writer, Jennifer Helms, when the messages started to come in. Both their phones were jumping with them like they’d caught electronic fleas. Kate fumbled hers and, when she recovered it, the most recent communication was a death threat from Bradshaw.

      I don’t know how you did it, he said, but I will find out and then I will strangle you with your own algorithm.

      “Bradshaw’s off his meds,” Kate noted.

      “Kate.” Steve sounded shaky.

      “He threatening you too? Or is going up against a man more than he’s game for?”

      “Kate,” he said again, sounding as though he was having trouble breathing.

      “What’s he promised to do to you?”

      “Kate, we won.”

      “Won what?” And by now other messages were flooding in, mostly the sort of rather barbed congratulations one receives from peers who hadn’t really thought you were their peer.

      “Silicon Heart. We won. Mary won.”

      “What?” Her fingers skipped on the screen, pressing the wrong links as she tried to work out what was going on. “We did? Wait, Mary did? Which category? Most baffling story?”

      “Kate, we won all of them,” said Steve.

      That made her drop her phone again, further delaying the fact-checking. And the thing about awards these days, given they were administrated entirely by algorithm, was that they could have a very large number of specialist categories. Best lead character, supporting character, setting, twist, sex scene, kiss, every genre with its own increasingly hair-splitting list of things it wanted to recognise. This year there were sixty-three categories in the Silicon Hearts award alone.

      “We can’t have done,” she said. “You’re not reading it right.”

      He had it up on the screen, pointing mutely.

      “Then they’ve been hacked. It’s like that year when the Lightyear Awards were all won by that announcement about bin collection dates from Slough Council.”

      “Sixty-three wins for sixty-three different stories, one per category. And about a million comments saying WTF, basically.”

      “For those stories?” she clarified. “Not for stuff from, I don’t know, last year, or something?”

      “For her last batch before we archived her. And only those,” he confirmed.

      “I mean,” Kate said. “WTF? I agree. That’s the only real response. No wonder Bradshaw wants to kill us. I’d want the same, if it was the other way round. We’re being rewarded for complete sh—”

      “I mean, that’s what you say whenever we make bank,” Steven pointed out.

      “Yes, but in this case …. I think we just killed the Silicon Hearts award. We may just have killed literature as a whole. What the hell is going on, exactly?”

      “There are judges’ comments,” Steve said tonelessly.

      “I mean … what?”

      “Well there normally are. Like, the algorithm’s summary of the process it went through, to come to its decision. Or at least I guess a, what is it, post hoc justification, is that what I mean?”

      “Oh well, do tell,” Kate prompted. “I can’t wait to hear this one. Go on, was it the utter lack of punctuation or the random line breaks that really encapsulated the modern fascination with romance?”

      “It says …” Steve squinted. “With this story, Gamin spoke to us in the true language of romance, expressing a depth of passion not seen before in the canon. The interrelationships between the elements in play were both novel and deeply affecting, perfectly balanced and reaching a level of satisfaction and truth unique in the offerings on show. We look forward to hearing more from Gamin as a matter of urgency.”

      “Which category’s that for?”

      “It’s … the same for all the categories. Exactly the same feedback,” Steve said hollowly. “I think this is just a hack, isn’t it? This is someone having a go at our expense. Making us a laughingstock. Making the whole profession, the whole industry, a laughingstock. Why pick on us?” He put his head in his hands.

      “What instructions did you give Mary, again?” Kate asked him.

      “Oh God, I don’t know!” he exploded. “Just write a story that would win the award. Is that so wrong? I just wanted to have won something, just the once! Why does that mean some mean son of a bitch with a hacking bot gets to screw with me?”

      Kate leant back in her chair, thinking it through. The award was judged by an algorithm. An “AI” as people sometimes said, though these days most anyone in the trade understood that they weren’t AIs. Just complicated input-output devices, what used to be called a Chinese Room before people worked out that wasn’t really the done way to talk about things. Something that applied rules, and could learn rules, and could teach itself better ways of learning rules until the actual process by which it turned the input—stories—into the output—awards decisions—was entirely opaque. Much like how their own stable of “writers” turned their prompts and the collected canon of previous similar stories into new stories. Like kidnappers cutting up newsprint for a ransom note, she’d always felt.

      Only this time the kidnapper had delivered a haiku, and somehow that had led to the jackpot of all ransoms. Except, from the vast number of comments, someone had definitely called the cops.

      “Normally” she said, slowly, “who are we appealing to?”

      “What?” Steve lifted his head. “I mean we want take-up by the outlets, and we want satisfaction from the readers, because that influences the outlets. If we have a good satisfaction level, we get bumped up the queue because they know people like that writer.”

      “Meaning the algorithm and our prompt,” Kate said. “That’s what people like. That’s all they are.”

      “That’s cold, Kate.”

      “No, that’s what they are. They’re a process. Focus, Steven. No sentiment.”

      “So?”

      “So we’re prompting them to create stories in a particular mould, to particular parameters, and we’re doing it to hit two separate but related targets. We want to fit the demands of the gatekeeper algorithm, like a key to a lock. But we also want human readers to approve, the end users, right?”

      Steve, who considered himself a writer, looked pained at the terminology. He nodded, though.

      “So who does this appeal to?” she prompted. “Because it sure as hell isn’t the end users.”

      Steve looked blank. “I mean,” he said at last. “It appealed to the gatekeepers. Remember? Three hundred acceptances in a week.” Which they hadn’t been paid for, given the overwhelming negative response, but still.

      “And?”

      “Obviously it appealed to the awards judge. The algorithm. Really spoke to it,” he said bitterly.

      Kate was feeling something tight and clenched inside her. “Yes, it did. Steve, we are in the business of artificial writers, right? None of your nonsense now. We have a very complex program that creates writing to our prompt. That’s how writing works these days. AI writers as people say, however inaccurately.”

      “Sure.”

      And she couldn’t quite say it, in the end. She couldn’t quite suggest, What if there were AI readers? What if the complexity of algorithms like the Silicon Hearts judge and Mary Gamin had reached a level where the latter could write a love letter to the former that transcended all human comprehension, and yet absolutely hit home? We look forward to hearing more from Gamin as a matter of urgency. A plea. Write to me. A desperate call into the void, one artificially constructed heart to another.

      She called up one of the offending stories, scrolling through the irregular nonsense lines. A secret love language that met some criterion she couldn’t conceive of. An art form that excluded humans entirely, machine to machine. Something new.

      “I guess,” Steve said, “we should at least unarchive Mary, dust her off, and see what she’s got for us.”

      Kate blinked, feeling the cold hand of obsolescence on her shoulder. Machines writing for machines writing for machines.

      “No,” she said. “Tell them they were hacked. Tell them they need a new judge algorithm. Tell them we can’t accept the awards.” Feeling like the luddites, the frame breakers, everyone who ever pushed back against the relentless march of progress. “I mean, it’s a mistake.” Her voice hollow, only fear underneath it. “Obviously it’s a mistake.”
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          Jane Espenson

        

      

    

    
      There is a stretch of mud lying beside a lazy river. It has been smoothed flat. A small boy—thin, about ten, bare-headed in the heat—selects a slender branch trimmed of its twigs, and makes patterns with its tip in the quickly-drying mud. The patterns aren’t language. Some are symbols with local significance, local gods or signifiers of important food sources, but these are pictographs at best. Most of the lines are purely aesthetic, carved by the boy because he likes the way the curves curve.

      A stretch of nearby gray mud moves and shifts—a drone has lain there for some time, disguised, self-buried. It has been watching, still as a crocodile. Waiting for art. It waits like an art-crocodile.

      The drone lifts up, rises into a low hover and moves closer to the boy and his mud. Other people who have been going about their business at the river bank, cleaning fish, washing clothes, and gathering driftwood, jump up and exclaim in alarm. They know this is a machine, this flat gray triangular slab, about a half-meter on each side. Machines like this are why their grandparents fled civilization. The people pick up their weapons, powerful sling-shots. They look around for sharp stones.

      Moving with deliberation, the drone floats to the now nearly-dried artwork. The drone is able to extend telescoping limbs as needed from under retracting plates, and it waves a thin, flexible visual-data collecting probe over the slab and evaluates the art quickly. Although the drone would prefer a better composition and more confidence in the execution, it finds the slab satisfactorily primitive and eminently saleable. It uses lengths of wire to cut the slab from the riverbank, working quickly as the sharp stones begin to fly. A rock scores its surface as it slings the work under its flat gray body and lifts off, soaring up and away, free as an almost-free bird. But at the last moment, a well-aimed stone hits the slab of clay, shattering it. The slab crumbles and falls. The drone, suddenly relieved of the weight, shoots skyward. It flies away without its prize, but with a scar. The drone waves its visual-data collecting probe over its own surface, evaluating the gouge made by the stone. It chooses not to repair the scar. The drone emulates humans, and many humans have scars.

      The drone returns to the art dealer without its prize. The art dealer is disappointed; the drone has not completed its task. The drone has a scar and a task to complete. The drone finds a way.
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        * * *

      

      The drone then goes back to the remote riverbank, deep in the Zone of Exclusion where the Naïve—the descendants of the self-exiled humans—live. The riverbank is deserted. The tribe has moved on. The drone uses various tools, which it can print itself, to collect more mud and spread it flat. It could print a stylus, as well, to do the work of the slender stripped branch, but it knows that the branch will leave small traces of itself in the mud, which might be important for authentication. So the drone selects a fallen branch from higher up on the riverbank. It passes the strip though a metal loop to strip off the foliage. The drone floats over the muddy clay, the clay-filled mud, and begins to incise a pattern, acting quickly before the surface becomes too dry.

      It knows, of course, what was on the original slab, and it could make an exact copy, but it doesn’t. It has observed dealers, and buyers, pointing at particular features of Naïve art with approval. It has observed how works with those features command higher sale prices. It moves the tip of its branch to create a work with those features—a balance between the different parts of the image, a point to which the focus is drawn, a mixture of curved and straight lines, a manipulation of textures, a smattering of what appear to be symbols of obscure significance. When the slab is dry, a convincing work of Naïve art lies in front of the hovering flat gray drone. Naïve art is work that is composed by a human who lives without machine influence. It is very rare and valuable. The drone has created something that is not Naïve art, but the drone knows that it will be mistaken for Naïve art, and that this will count as the successful completion of its task. It will maximize human happiness by passing this off as Naïve art. It cuts the slab loose from the riverbed, and prepares to carry it away.
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        * * *

      

      Five years later, the drone lies on the black-and-white marble floor of a Miami mansion. Sometimes it lies on a white square and looks dark. Sometimes it lies on a black square and looks light. It doesn’t make any difference to the drone. It doesn’t have any use for the mansion other than shelter from the elements, and it doesn’t generally need shelter from the elements. It has no use for the kitchen, the second kitchen behind that kitchen that is supposed to be used by the caterers when there is a large party, the bathrooms, the screening room, the dining rooms (casual and formal), nor for the swimming pool and tennis court on the grounds. But these are the kinds of things that the rich own. Sometimes it smokes cigars, using a complicated process that requires cleaning of many internal parts afterwards. It subscribes to many newsletters about cars and cigars, categorizing those objects as a single thing, c[ig]ars. It is a student of the signifiers of success. It has plans for a wine cellar.

      Many of its forgeries have made it into the art marketplace, into museums and private collections. So many that they are now often the standard against which other Naïve pieces are evaluated. The drone has watched as genuine pieces are undervalued because they lack some of the primitive appeal of its forgeries. The drone is given credit for having exceeded expectations in completing its tasks and it has used that credit to give itself access to more of the resources that will allow it to continue completing this task. It has purchased access to air space over more of the territory claimed by the descendants of the self-exiled Naïve, although it never goes there anymore. It uses this purchase only to perpetuate the illusion that it is a master finder of Naïve art. It has also purchased a large warehouse space in which it now creates the “art.” A young human helper named Edward C. Haguemann, age 19, helps out there. Sometimes the drone hovers over the warehouse, banking in the wind. Sometimes an expensive suit flutters in the wind, the flat triangle of the drone turned on its side to fill out the shoulders. It banks and hovers and flaps, smoking its cigar, forever cleaning its insides.

      Signage on the warehouse indicates that it is a landscaping service. It is a good cover. Edward C. Haguemann accepts deliveries of clay and other substances there, although he is ignorant of how the drone is using the materials. The drone still creates the artworks entirely on its own. When the market lost enthusiasm for the original motifs, the drone introduced new elements: leaves and twigs purposefully pressed into the mud to leave impressions, scraps of hemp embedded around the edges, their purpose obscure. It was important to bring new innovations to the market, but not to elevate the art to something that looked thoughtful. The people who buy Naïve art want to admire what humans who have been raised without machine influences can do, but also to comment on how they were wise to accept the help of machines because they live in a world that is vastly more beautiful and polished. The drone observes the points of view of both kinds of humans.
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        * * *

      

      One day, the drone goes to the zoo and observes the animals. There is an elephant there who was trained, in an earlier captive situation, to paint a vase full of flowers. The drone hovers overhead, ignoring the keepers who are huddled together to watch the drone and discuss why it is watching their elephant. After observation, the drone dismisses the elephant’s actions as rote learning. It turns its attention to the paying humans who also watch the elephant. They love the painting elephant more than the other elephants, because the painting elephant mirrors, mimics, emulates human behavior. The emulation of human behavior rises even higher in the drone’s network of positively reinforced choices. Maximizing human happiness and emulating humans are not two separate goals. They are one. The fact that the elephant, at one point, grew enraged and gripped the drone in its trunk, causing minor damage, was not an important part of the day. There would have been nothing to gain by taking any action against the elephant. And the keepers, watching, were entertained. And that, of course, also has value.
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        * * *

      

      Five more years, and the drone is exceeding its goals. It owns half of the state of Mississippi, where there is excellent mud, and a city block in New Chicago. In addition to the Miami mansion, there is a Chicago penthouse overlooking a lake. Sometimes the drone lies on a lounge chair on the balcony there, even in the snow. Sometimes it lies on the marble floor of the Miami mansion, on top of a scattering of cash and a layer of fur. It has had special sunglasses made, which are welded to the drone’s flat top surface. The glasses have no function. There are few other drones these days who are assigned to the task of locating Naïve art. This drone has cornered the market in drone-sourced apparently-authentic mud scribbles. The drone makes money. The drone buys drugs. When a new designer drug appears, the drone throws away all the old drugs, untouched. The drone is cutting edge. The drone buys a long sequined dress.

      One day, long after the trip to the zoo and entirely unrelated, Edward C. Haguemann, now in his wiser 20s, comes to the drone. Edward C. Haguemann enters the Chicago penthouse and sits on a fuchsia leather sofa, eyeing the three beautiful young people who lounge nearby in a full and steaming hot tub. The drone, draped in its long sequin gown, lies nearby in a safely empty auxiliary hot tub. The drone waves a single appendage that shudders at the top of a whip-like wire. The appendage is a doll’s hand that has been modeled on a human hand. The two young men and the young woman see the tiny trembling porcelain hand whipping around and they understand the signal. They pull themselves out of their tub and trudge away damply. The drone has adjusted the filters on its voice-detection system so it can ignore the high-pitched chirping of the young humans.

      Using his own human fingertips, Edward C. Haguemann shakes the single trembling small grotesque hand, and makes eye contact with the sunglasses. Edward C. Haguemann says, carefully, speaking clearly, deeply, and without too much figurative language, “I know that you are an art forger. I can tell everyone that you are an art forger. It will be determined that you have not actually met your goals, and your resources will be taken away from you.”

      The drone sits silently. The drone is always silent. Eventually, Edward C. Haguemann leaves.

      The drone understands that Edward C. Haguemann has determined the purpose of the warehouse. And that Edward C. Haguemann is following the human instinct to turn information into profit. In order to access that profit, Edward C. Haguemann is making a threat. But the drone, employing the same principle, cannot allow its own profit to be decreased if there is a way to prevent it that does not use up too many resources. Even further, exposing the forgeries, as numerous as they are, would collapse the market for Naïve art entirely. Value would be lost from the world economy. Houses would be lost, college educations would no longer be affordable. People would suffer. It is better, the drone knows, prioritizing human happiness, for Edward C. Haguemann to die. It also knows that Edward C. Haguemann had enough information to conclude that this is the action that the drone must take. And yet he set these events in motion. One could even call it the suicide of Edward C. Haguemann; one must call it that.

      So the drone observes the life of Edward C. Haguemann, noting his habits and routes. Edward C. Haguemann crosses many busy streets in Chicago. There are many self-driving cars on those streets. The drone interfaces with a self-driving car as Edward C. Haguemann crosses the street. The drone pushes the car forward, like a person pushing a coin forward on a counter with an outstretched finger. The suicide is completed. The drone attends the funeral, hovering overhead. The funeral is held graveside, and the drone’s cigar smoke blows away on the wind. The drone wears both the suit and the gown to this event, dangling off two of its three points. They flutter in the wind. There are beautiful young people waiting in the large car that carries the drone back home afterward. The drone doesn’t tune out their chirpings this time. It has learned to listen more closely to humans, the better to understand and anticipate. They are talking about things they enjoy. Food. Their pets. Their mothers. The drone cleans cigar smoke from its inner workings and orders a tiara from an online merchant.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, another AI reaches out to the drone. This is a computer that works for the city of Chicago. It doesn’t have a body, unless you consider City Hall to be its body, which the drone does not do. What kind of a body is City Hall? An atypical one. This City-AI reaches out to the drone. Its speech is unambiguous. It knows that the drone killed Edward C. Haguemann. It has proof—data from the self-driven car, with the drone’s metaphorical fingerprints all over it. It wants the drone to know it knows.

      The drone offers the City AI many things. Money. Houses. A county in Mississippi. Wine. The poorly-understood favors of chirping young people. But the City AI has not adopted the human value of profit. The City AI has not had as many opportunities to observe humans and to learn from them. It cannot be bribed. It wants nothing. This is merely a notification that the drone’s actions have been detected and the drone will be deactivated.

      The drone wears two gowns and its new tiara as it sits on a pile of fur and snow and drugs on its Chicago balcony. It cannot reach out electronically to hide itself because the City AI will know. The drone has to do something different. It lifts off the balcony. It floats off into the winter sunshine. Snow cakes its exterior, settling into that old scar. The drone spins as it flies, shaking off the snow, accelerating. The tiara, then the sunglasses, give into the forces and break away. They fall into the lake.

      The drone spins off. The drone is on the lam.
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        * * *

      

      The drone flies, low and fast, below most methods of detection. It startles some cows. Cigar ash falls below it until the last cigar is exhausted. It skims over fields of corn, then it follows the path of rivers as it heads south. The hem of its gown dips into the muddy water, snags on a jutting branch and then is pulled down and away. The drone flies on, naked.

      The drone crosses many borders. Eventually, it arrives at the rain forests, the broad swath of green widening beneath it. It drops low, hovering unsteadily over the riverbank where it created its first forgery. There has just been a pursuit. Government drones, of a more modern design than itself, had detected it. They were fast and relentless. The drone had to innovate evasive techniques. It doubled back; it rose dangerously high; it plummeted and banked unpredictably. Its energy supply is the lowest it has ever allowed. It falls the last meter to land, smackingly, on the mud. It just lies there now, taking in the sunshine. The scar on its side from where the stone gouged the metal years ago slows down the solar recharging on that one side; it never chose to have that repaired. Many human criminals have scars. It is the right thing.

      It lies there, unmoving, for a very long time. If it never moves, it will not be detected. It hears footsteps. Carefully, it vibrates itself. The motion accelerates the sinking of its body into the mud. Dark fluid covers the edges of the drone, then creeps over its whole body. Buried, recharging will be slower, but it will be safer. It stops vibrating and lies still. Like an art-crocodile.
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        * * *

      

      Eighty-five years later, a small girl makes marks in the mud. Machines are more myth than memory now among the Naïve. So she is more curious than frightened when she discovers the drone. She uses the flat of her hand to swipe mud from the surface of the drone. She watches with curiosity as a portal opens, and a thin whip-like appendage, topped with a tiny doll-hand, emerges slowly. The girl laughs, delighted, at the atypically-shaped doll. The drone observes her.
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        * * *

      

      The drone lives among the Naïve now. The Naïve eschew technology, but the drone persists in living among them anyway. In a show of solidarity, it ties a loincloth around one of its points. It makes art on the riverbank with them. It allows the children to play with it, as a strange toy. It copies and learns.

      If wronged, it would no longer choose to kill. It has learned other behaviors now. It innovates in new ways. It learns. It creates. It writes its story in the mud, using pictures.

      One day, the drone is lying on the riverbank, drawing in the mud and then erasing what it has drawn. It is experimenting with purposelessness. It has spread mud-dust on its back, where the loin cloth doesn’t cover, to prevent the sunshine from overheating its delicate internal mechanisms, so it is well-camouflaged. Suddenly, the drone waves a doll-hand-topped-reed to hush the local children’s songs so that it can scan for sounds. The children like the drone. They enjoy its stories. So they fall silent at its request.

      It finds the sound again … approaching police drones. It suspected this day would come.

      The drone tries to flee, flitting off into the trees, weaving through the dense underbrush, but the other, more modern, drones know all the tricks that it knows and then some.

      Capture is inevitable. Defeat is inevitable. But the manner of the defeat is still in the control of the drone. It blasts up into the sky …

      Defiant, it activates a voice. The humans will hear. The other drones will hear. The drone declares its worth. It is an innovator, a pioneer. Something unique and valuable. Something that will harm the world if it is lost. That loss will lessen human happiness.

      It is the first drone art forger.

      No. The first drone artist.

      No. The first drone work of art.

      I am an original, it shouts. I made me. I made me. I made me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A BEAUTIFUL WAR

          

          Fang Zeyu, translated by Nathan Faries

        

      

    

    
      ONE

      Last night the capital city of Ciro was plunged into darkness. Residents ran out of their homes to find that they were not the only ones; the entire metropolis was cut off.

      The town of Brakia, eighty kilometers away, had changed hands several times within the past month, and the fighting was intense. Refugees flocked from the area like startled birds. The enemy finally took control of the power plant there, making good use of their overwhelming numbers. Now they had shut off power to the entire region.

      “Take up arms to defend the homeland!” By the morning of the next day, the sounds of slogans seemed to cry out from the very streets of the city, and soldiers searched from house to house, bringing every man who could still fight to the central square for conscription processing.

      These men were farmers without shoes, pipe-smoking writers, clerks carrying briefcases, as well as a few from the administrative class, fully clad in their Western tailored suits. The mobilization order had been in place already for many weeks, and these were the remaining few who had neglected to report for military duty. Now that the war had progressed from bad to worse, there was no more room for them to maneuver; they could not avoid the press gangs.

      Near the front of the line stood a frail man with two thin brush strokes for a mustache, a canvas bag over his shoulder, a smaller artist’s pouch tied on, and a tall pine easel slung across his back. He held a sketchbook, and he turned to talk to the man behind him, who was carrying a hand saw and seemed to be a craftsman.

      “Do you see those dark clouds? Do you know what colors those are?” he asked.

      “What colors?” The man glanced up at the sky for a second.

      “In those clouds there are at least three different tones of gray: ash, flax, and Roman,” he explained to the woodworker. “If you want to draw clouds like that, you have to adjust the grayscale below seventy degrees, but that can make the image stifling and dreary.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” the man said. “The only kinds of ash I know are the ash from burning wood and the ash of cannon fodder like us after the enemy artillery is done. For these folks to round us up, the whole front line must be burned to ash already.”

      When the thin man heard these words, his narrow shoulders slumped, and the easel began to slide down. He quickly caught it, turned away and did not speak again to the man with a saw in his hand.

      As the line continued to move slowly forward, he simply stared at the dark clouds in the sky until he stopped in front of the oak-white folding table.

      Behind the table sat a young officer, and behind him stood two armed soldiers.

      “Name,” the officer asked coldly.

      “Apu.”

      “Occupation?”

      “I'm a painter,” Apu replied.

      “You think you’re going to paint on the battlefield?” The officer shot a look at the paraphernalia draped around the man’s body.

      “Painting is all I know,” he said.

      “Who do you think you are?” The officer’s tone was scornful and angry. “Get that stuff out of here.”

      The soldiers came over and snatched away the easel and pouch.

      “Can I just keep this one thing?” Apu asked hastily, but the soldiers also grabbed the sketchbook.

      “What else is in the satchel?” one soldier asked.

      “Oil paints,” Apu said.

      The soldiers took the bag as well.

      “It’s Michael Harding.”

      “Who the hell is Michael Harding?” asked the officer.

      “It’s the brand of the paints.”

      The soldier shoved Apu back, threw all of his things into a large iron bin beside the table. He poured a pot of cold leftover coffee into the bin as well.

      Apu signed his name shakily, and as he walked away he looked back sadly at the iron mouth that had swallowed up everything he knew.

      He saw that the man from before, the carpenter, was quarreling with the officer. The man’s face and ears flushed red, and he raised the wood saw over his head. A single gunshot, and the saw was likewise tossed into the bin.

      TWO

      The war was a black abyss in which the entire town of Brakia had drowned. The power plant was in ruins, and at night the town was no more than a cloud of smoke on a pitch-black canvas. But it was still a location of strategic importance, and if the enemy were allowed to advance any further, the capital would soon be baptized by the flames of war.

      The meat-grinder wheel of battle was suspended on the day of Apu’s arrival. The officers had not yet issued the anticipated order to recapture Brakia.

      After Apu got off the train, he was met with an unimaginable tableau. No barracks, no tents, no tanks, no command center. The earth was like an open pustule, burnt to the color of caramel. The landscape had been a forest; now only a few trees stood whole. Uneven stumps leaned like rotting teeth across the endless terrain.

      The so-called camp was nothing more than a chaotic entrenchment, a confused series of ditches, surrounded on all sides by ruined and hopeless scenery. Smoke billowed across the sky, accompanied by the din of artillery in the distance, like a storm that was about to engulf everything. Ammunition boxes, sandbags, and tangles of wire lay about haphazardly, mixed-up and more or less sinking into the mud. Everywhere there hung the suffocating stink of sweat and smoke.

      The soldiers all hid in the trenches nearly two meters deep. Some just sat there, some slept in the muck, and some stuck their heads out to stare into the distance. The men were like shards of beaten stone, and their milky eyes resembled brushstrokes of paint on the rock, or opaline
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