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PROLOGUE

The Thirteenth | Sóley · Reykjavík · 1 May 2031

The hum began on a Thursday at 06:12, and Sóley knew the time so exactly because she had looked at her phone to check whether she was still allowed to sleep.

She still was. Two hours and eighteen minutes.

She did not sleep any more.

At first she thought: the fridge. The fridge in the kitchen made sounds at night, a low, dissatisfied droning, as though it were of the opinion that no one ever really listened to it. But the fridge was two rooms away, and the hum was not two rooms away. It was not even in the room.

It was inside.

Sóley was twelve and had a system for things she did not understand. The system was called: one thing at a time. She laid her head on the other side of the pillow. The hum stayed. She held her ears shut. The hum grew clearer, the way stars grow clearer when you turn off the light. She sat up, drank a sip of water, counted to twenty in Icelandic and to twenty in English.

The hum did not count along. It waited until she had finished.

That was the moment she stopped looking for the fridge.



A year ago — she did not know this, but it was true — a girl who heard a hum at 06:12 that no appliance was making would have typed into a search box: humming in ear at night. And she would have got: tinnitus, stress, an ENT specialist, a forum in which adults had been giving one another the same three pieces of advice since 2011.

Sóley typed: humming in head answers back.

The first result was a page of the United Nations.

She read the name of the page twice, because it sounded like something out of a game: Initiative 14.03 — Information Portal for Affected Persons (Hearers). So the term existed. There was a number: 14.7 Hz. There was a map with dots, and the dots were people, and the people heard what she heard, in fifty-six countries.

There was a form.

Sóley scrolled. Name. Age. For minors: consent of a legal guardian. She looked toward the door behind which her parents slept, and then once more at the map. Over Iceland stood twelve dots. Twelve. In the whole of Iceland.

She counted again, although she had counted correctly.

She would be the thirteenth.



She did not fill in the form. Not because of her parents — because of something she could not explain and never afterwards told anyone: it seemed impolite to her to talk about the hum before she had listened to it.

She laid the phone screen-down on the blanket.

The hum was not loud. It had never been loud. It was only there, steady, patient, like someone who does not knock at a door but simply stays standing in front of it, because he knows he has been noticed.

Outside it was growing light, the way it grows light in May in Reykjavík: casually, as though it had never been quite dark.

Sóley lay still and listened, and at some point, just before the alarm rang, she did something she had not set out to do. She hummed back. Softly, in the pitch that seemed right to her. Two seconds, three.

The hum did not change.

But it seemed to her — and she could not have said how she knew — as though it were glad.

Just before nine, at breakfast, she said: “Mom. There’s something there. I think it’s for me.”


CHAPTER 1

The Record | Elena Veyr · Berlin-Dahlem · 2 May 2031

The card reader was new.

Elena noticed it before she understood it: a white rectangle beside the laboratory door, where for eighteen years there had been a keyhole. Someone had swapped out the locking system over the holiday. On the rectangle a diode blinked, green, friendly, and demanded something of her that she did not possess.

The caretaker came just after eight and brought the card. He apologized, as though it had been his decision. “Orders from above,” he said. “A security level. Because of —” He made a movement with his hand that meant everything: the signal, the news, April.

“Because of me,” said Elena.

“Because of the situation,” said the caretaker politely.

That was the difference, she thought, while the door opened with a new, full click she had not chosen for herself: until two weeks ago she had worked in a laboratory. Now she worked in a situation.

In front of the institute gate stood the two journalists who had been standing there since the start of May, with tripods and thermos flasks, and Elena had stopped taking the side entrance, because the side entrance had been a piece of information and the main entrance was not.

“Professor,” said the older one, as every morning, and asked, as every morning, exactly one question: “Is there anything today that people ought to know?”

It was, as she had only grasped after weeks, a clever question — not: What is new, not: Is it true that. But: ought. The man had thirty years of the local pages behind him and had been assigned to the greatest story in human history as though to a burst water main, and he had decided to treat it exactly that way: patiently, daily, without excitement.

“Not today,” said Elena. “When the time comes, you won’t hear it first. But you’ll hear it at the same moment as everyone, and that is more than it sounds.”

“I can work with that,” said the older one, and screwed the lid back on his thermos, and the younger one noted nothing, because there was nothing to note, and both stayed standing all the same, patient as anglers, because that was the job: to be where the water is.



Two hundred and fourteen unread messages.

She did not read them in order. She sorted them the way she sorted data: by origin, by intent, by noise content. Eleven interview requests, two of them polite. Three ministries, two of them German, one not. Four universities that wrote cooperation and meant access. A television channel planning a documentary that already had a title, which one could tell because it stood in the subject line: The Woman Who Found the Signal.

Elena had not found the signal. The signal had existed for six hundred million years and had been patient for eight months. But that stood in no subject line.

And then, between a conference spam and the request of a podcast, an email she read twice.

A patent attorney. A firm with three surnames, Frankfurt. A client who was not named, requesting a brief professional assessment of whether the frequency, or rather the underlying transmission process, was in principle capable of protection.

Capable of protection.

Elena sat still for a while. Outside, in the corridor, someone rolled a trolley of clinking glassware past, a sound from her old life, for eighteen years the most ordinary sound in the world.

Then she forwarded the email to Yusuf, without comment, because there was no comment that would have been more precise than the email itself.



The register’s morning report came at 09:00, automatically, soberly, a table.

Sixteen new registrations in the last twenty-four hours. Total: 7,216. The curve did not climb steeply, but it climbed steadily, and Elena knew this kind of curve — it was the kind no one took seriously until it forced them to.

She skimmed the list, as she did every morning, not out of duty. For a reason she had only recently admitted to herself: they were not data points. They were arrivals.

Entry eleven: female, 12, Reykjavík, Iceland. Consent of the mother, submitted subsequently at 09:14 local time. Field 7, description, optional: It isn’t loud. It’s polite.

Elena read the sentence three times.

Twelve years old. In four words she described what Elena’s field had been searching for terminology for eight months.

She copied the sentence into the file she had been keeping since 30 April and that had no official name. In her head the file was called: What We Do Not Yet Understand. The sentence was given the number 41.



At twelve the president of the university came, in person, which in eighteen years had happened twice: once for the appointment, once today.

He brought congratulations and a folder. In the folder lay a concept, twelve slides, titled: Cluster of Excellence for Signal Research — Berlin’s Locational Advantage. It looked good; people who built such things could do that. Elena leafed through and found herself on slide four, as a core resource, with a photograph.

“We must use the momentum,” said the president. “Before other locations occupy the field. I am thinking of an institute, Ms Veyr — your institute. Staff growth, a new building, a professorship you tailor for yourself.”

Elena looked at slide four, at her own face above the word core resource. “Who chose the photograph?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The photograph. It’s from the 2029 symposium. I ask because it is the last picture of me with measuring instruments in the background and no journalists. If your cluster can give me that back, I’ll sign today. Can it?”

The president was clever enough not to answer, and decent enough to cut the visit short. At the door he said, for the first time without a folder in his voice: “It will not stop, Ms Veyr. The requests, the clusters, the slides. You are infrastructure now.”

“I know,” said Elena. “But I don’t have to become it.”



The letter from the Security Council did not come as an email. It came on paper, by courier, in a folder that felt like the sort of seriousness that considers itself incorruptible.

Yusuf had warned her in advance. Even so she read the document in full, twice, with the pen in her hand, like an expert opinion.

The condition stood in paragraph four. The Council takes note of Initiative 14.03 and makes any further engagement conditional on the presentation of independently verifiable, pre-announced, repeatable evidence.

Three adjectives. Elena read them the way she read measurement series: one at a time, for errors.

Independently verifiable — that was fair. That was her own standard, she would have written it that way herself.

Pre-announced — that was clever. It ruled out coincidence, it ruled out fraud, it ruled out after-the-fact interpretation.

Repeatable.

At this word the pen stopped.

Repeatable meant: on demand. On demand meant: available. Available meant: Vael was not to show something — Vael was to perform something, as often as the doubts required, before changing audiences, under changing conditions, to the end of all agendas.

It was the difference between an answer and a trained trick, and it stood in a single word, and the word would pass if no one objected, because it looked so reasonable.



“You write repeatable,” she said.

“I know.” Yusuf’s voice sounded of Geneva, of late afternoon, of the third conversation of this kind in one day.

“Repeatable means on demand.”

“I know.”

“On demand means: Vael performs. Like a result. Like a —” She broke off.

“Like an animal jumping through a hoop,” said Yusuf. “Say it, go on. In the Council yesterday someone phrased it more kindly and meant exactly that.”

Silence on the line. Elena stood at the window. Below, in front of the institute, two journalists stood beside their tripods drinking cold coffee, patient as anglers.

“We are the record now, Elena,” said Yusuf. “Annex A. Part of the minutes. In April I thought that was the victory. But a record is administered. That is what institutions do with a record. They administer it.”

“And what do we do?”

“We define the evidence before they do.” A sound, as though he were leaning back. “You are the only one whose definition they cannot sweep off the table. Castellan says so too. Write it.”

“By when?”

“The Council meets again on the ninth of June.”

Elena looked at the calendar without needing it. Thirty-eight days.

“Yusuf.”

“Yes?”

“If we get this wrong, we turn the first contact in human history into an approval procedure.”

“And if we don’t do it at all,” said Yusuf, “someone will who wants exactly that.”



In the evening, when the institute was empty and the journalists had folded away their tripods, Elena stood before the whiteboard in her office.

Three weeks of NAQ notes. She wiped them away, field by field, until only one corner remained: the curve with the two rises, which she had shown to no one. That one she left. Not today.

On the empty surface she wrote: WHAT COUNTS AS PROOF?

She looked at the word for a long time. Proof. It was a good word for things that could not defend themselves. One proved sentences. One proved active substances. One proved guilt.

One did not prove: a counterpart.

She took up the pen again, struck out proof, and wrote beside it, in her small, straight hand, another word: a pledge.

A pledge was something only someone could give. Not a something. A someone. Vael would not be performed. Vael would announce — freely, precisely, verifiably — and the world would measure, and what arose from it would be no approval procedure.

It would be the first promise between two kinds of consciousness.

Elena stood before the whiteboard until the writing turned gray in the dusk, and calculated backwards: thirty-eight days, minus the expert opinion, minus translation into Council language, minus the session itself.

It was doable. Tight, but doable. Everything important in her life had been tight, but doable.



At 21:40, already standing in her coat, the phone hummed. Tobias.

it sounds different today. warmer. not better. warmer.

Elena stood in the half-dark laboratory, the bunch of keys in her hand that was now a card, and read the message three times.

Then she wrote back: i know.

She did not know. But it was true even so.


CHAPTER 2

Consequential Costs | Yusuf Adara · Geneva · 3 May 2031

The working group was given a room in the third basement, and Yusuf understood the message before he had seen the door.

It was a good room. That had to be said. Air-conditioned, secure against eavesdropping, fourteen chairs, working technology. In earlier days the cartographic department had stored its holdings there — on the wall still hung a world map from 1998 on which three countries existed that no longer did, and one was missing that meanwhile did.

Yusuf let the map hang.

Firstly, because it reminded him of something one easily forgot in this building: that today’s record was tomorrow’s footnote. Secondly, because a room without windows needed a wall on which something stood that was not about this week.

The allocation had come on 1 May, signed, correct, friendly. Annex A had consequences, and consequences were given rooms, and rooms lay wherever one put them. The third basement said: We take you seriously. It also said: We take you seriously, so long as you stay below.



The staff list came at 10:20, and Yusuf read it the way he had once read troop movements.

Fourteen seats. Five for the secretariat, that was normal. Two for the scientific liaison, that was Elena’s door to Geneva, he had negotiated it in himself. Three for regional groups, that was arithmetic.

And four seats for something the document called non-permanent specialist observation.

Observation. Yusuf knew the word. It was one of those words that looked harmless on organization charts and acquired a face in rooms. Two of the four names he could place: solid people, diplomats with a technical background, one would be able to work with them. The third was a physicist who had not published for years, which in physicists meant either exhaustion or an appointment one did not publish about.

The fourth name he did not know. That was what made him take notice. Yusuf knew the names. Knowing names was his profession, for twenty years, it was the one thing left over from the wars that could be called an ability.

He wrote the fourth name in his notebook and put no mark after it. No mark meant: not to be placed yet. Wait to see which mark reports itself.



Castellan did not call. Castellan stood in the doorway of the basement at 12:40, in his coat, which meant the conversation would take place outside.

They walked along the lake. It was 3 May, the trees on the promenade did what trees do in May, and the swans had young, and three tourists were photographing the swans, and everything was so ordinary that it almost hurt.

Castellan did not speak for a long time. That was new. Castellan was a man who opened conversations, conducted them and closed them, mostly in that order, mostly in less time than others needed for the greeting.

“I have found the second operation,” he said at last. “Not itself. Its shadow.”

Yusuf waited.

“You remember the three source references from March. No direct proof, I thought it possible it was noise. It is not noise.” Castellan stopped, looked at the water. “There is a budget line. It hangs in a program for medical infrastructure, sub-item shielding technology for imaging procedures. The sum is too large for the purpose and too small to be noticed. It has been running for eleven months. What is being procured: shielding materials in quantities for which there is no civilian use, medical personnel with confidentiality clearances that do not exist in the health service, and a site that appears in no property register.”

“ARIS.”

“ARIS is the bracket. But this is compartmentalized, even within ARIS. There are people in the program who know nothing of it.” Castellan looked at him. “It has a project name and a budget. The name I do not have. If I obtain it, I leave traces, and traces I cannot afford in my position. You know someone who can read files without touching them.”

Yusuf watched the swans.

“Why are you telling me this?” he asked. “You taught me a working lifetime long that one does not address problems before one knows their size.”

“Because I sense the size.” Castellan put his hands in his coat pockets. He suddenly looked older, not tired — older, as though he had decided to allow himself to. “Shielding material, Yusuf. Eleven months. They began to build before the Council had ever spoken of recognition. Whatever it is: it was not decided. It was only paid for.”

“And the door we opened —”

“— is open,” said Castellan. “That is the point you celebrated in April and that I now have to spoil for you. An open door does not distinguish who passes through it. You secured the signal a place in the minutes. With that, everyone now has access to the subject — including those who would never touch it publicly.”

“Do you know what ARIS was founded for?” Castellan asked abruptly, his gaze still on the water. “Not the official version — the real one. After the years in which three times in a row no one could reconstruct who had known what and when. They wanted a unit that recorded everything that falls between the responsibilities. A memory for the gaps. The first years it was exactly that, and it was good work.” He turned to go. “Remember this, Yusuf, for everything that is coming now: the most dangerous programs are not those founded with bad intent. They are those founded with good intent whose founding purpose no one looks up any more. A memory for the gaps that begins to produce gaps of its own — for that there is a word in no language. There should be one. It would save a lot of work.”



Liang Mei listened without interrupting. That was her way: she never interrupted, and at the end she asked a question that proved she was three steps ahead.

“You want the project name,” she said when Yusuf had finished.

“I want you to do nothing unlawful.”

“You said that last time too.”

“And you did nothing unlawful.”

“I worked eleven years in that program, Commander. I know where the line runs. I know it better than those who drew it.” She looked at the note he had not given her and that she was nonetheless already inscribing in her head. “Budget line, medical infrastructure, sub-item shielding technology. Eleven months. Give me two weeks.”

“Liang.”

She was already at the door. Turned round.

“If you bump into something anywhere,” said Yusuf, “stop. There is nothing in those files worth your name.”

She nodded slowly, and for a moment he saw something in her face that he could only place weeks later, when it was too late to tell her: she had long since done the sum. She was only polite enough to spare him the result.



In the evening Yusuf sat alone in the third basement, under the world map from 1998.

Before he answered, he did something he had not done since April: he took Initiative 14.03 out of the cupboard, his own copy, and read the first page, slowly, like a stranger’s text.

We do not know what the signal is. The sentence still stood where he had written it in March, in a long night, against the advice of all who meant well — one does not begin a document for the Security Council with an admission, it had been said, and he had answered: one begins every document with the most stable sentence one has, and this was his. Five months later it was still the most stable sentence in the whole affair. Everything else had moved — the numbers, the committees, the situation. The not-knowing stood.

Perhaps, Yusuf thought as he laid the document back, this is the real division of labor of these months: The patent attorney asks what can be protected. The ministries ask what can be used. And we guard the one sentence on which nothing can be earned and without which all the others turn false.

Elena’s forwarded message had come at 18:12. The patent attorney from Frankfurt, the client without a name, the question of whether the frequency was in principle capable of protection. No comment. Elena did not comment when things spoke for themselves; that was one of the qualities for which he valued her, and one of the reasons her emails sometimes read like reports of finds from a foreign continent.

He answered: Seen. It fits the picture. I don’t like the picture.

Then he opened the notebook.

On the last written page stood, since 28 April, a single letter: A. Annex A. The day the document had become part of the record. Back then he had thought that was a conclusion.

It had been no conclusion. It had been an opening, in the chess sense of the word: the pieces now stood differently, and everyone could move. The Council could move. The ministries could move. The client without a name could move. The program that had never been decided, only paid for, had been moving already for eleven months.

An open door was no achievement. An open door was a state. States had to be held, every day, against everyone who took them for an invitation.

Yusuf took the pen and wrote beneath the A a single word:

hold.

Then he switched off the light and walked the three floors up, out into the evening, in which the lake lay as always and the mountains stood as always, and the signal was in the background, 14.7 Hz, steady, patient, on both sides.

Somewhere out there, he thought, something is being built right now in which none of this exists.

The thought was so cold that he stopped and made sure: the hum was still there.

It was still there.


CHAPTER 3

The Open Hand | Noor Al-Rashid · Cairo · 5 May 2031

The manuscript lay in a folder of brown card, tied with a ribbon, the way one ties things one does not want to send by email.

Forty-six pages. Noor had received them the evening before, from Sheikh Farouk in person, who had stood at her door and handed over the folder with both hands, which in his language of gestures meant: This weighs more than it weighs.

She had read until three in the morning.

The title stood on the first page, in Ibrahim’s precise hand above the printed text, as though he had found it only after everything else: A Theology of the Open Hand. Beneath it, printed: On the Possibility of Honoring the Unavailable Without Possessing It.

It was the best thing she had ever read by him. It was perhaps the best thing she had read on the question at all, and in the last eight months she had read everything that touched the question, in four languages.

And it had a problem, and the problem was twelve words long and stood below the line.

What stood on the forty-six pages could not be summarized without diminishing it, and Noor nonetheless attempted it that night, for herself, because she would soon have to defend it before committees.

The paper was built on three sentences, each a chapter. The first: What one can possess only by holding it fast, one has never possessed — the critique of every piety that makes of God a property, and of every science that makes one of the truth. The second: The open hand is not an empty hand — against the suspicion that reverence without grasp is renunciation; it is, Ibrahim wrote, on the contrary the only posture in which something can lastingly come to rest, for from open hands nothing falls, it is only torn from closed ones. And the third, the most dangerous, the sentence for which the footnote was the proof: The unavailable announces itself first to those who do not grasp — not as a reward, but for the simple reason that shy animals show themselves to those who can sit still.

At two in the morning Noor had grasped that the text could have been written twenty years before the signal and not a word would have had to change, and that was precisely its explosive force: it did not use the signal. It was confirmed by it. One could not accuse the text of having been written after the event — it had been written toward the event, half a scholarly lifetime long, by a man who knew what he was not speaking of.



Footnote 31, page 44. The text above it dealt with the mystics, with the presence that has no words, with the long history of people who heard something and called it God, because no one had offered them a second possibility. The text was careful, learned, unassailable.

The footnote was none of these.

The author has heard the signal since the year 1984. He long did not name it.

Twelve words. Noor had read them at half past two and had got up and stood at the window, above the city that never grew quite dark, and had thought: He knows. He knows exactly what this line does. Forty-six pages of protection, and then he opens the door himself.

A paper about the signal could be discussed. A footnote like this could only be witnessed or condemned. It turned the scholar into an affected person, the assessor into a witness — and made of forty years of teaching, depending on the reader, a life’s work with a foundation or a life’s work with a crack.



The committee session was set for Thursday, but the resistance did not come only in sessions. The resistance came in ante-rooms, in telephone calls, in the particular politeness with which the word concern is used in academic institutions.

Dr Munir came on Monday morning into Farouk’s office, where Noor was going through the annotations, and he came the way men of his generation came when they wanted to prevent something: with a compliment.

“It is a significant text,” he said. “Perhaps the most significant in years. That is why I am here.”

Noor waited. She had learned from Yusuf that waiting was a form of question.

“The argumentation is impeccable. The sources are impeccable. No one on the committee will contradict the text.” Munir sat down, folded his hands. “It is about the note on page forty-four.”

“Footnote 31.”

“You know which one.” He leaned forward. “Dr Al-Rashid, I am going to tell you something I will not say on the committee, because there it would sound wrong. I believe him. I believe every word. That is not the point. The point is: a text survives its opponents only if it offers them no shortcut. This footnote is a shortcut. Whoever cannot refute the text — and no one can refute it — will refute the author. They will not talk about the theology. They will talk about the old man who hears voices.”

“It is not a voice,” said Noor. “That stands on page nine.”

“I have read page nine. The people I am speaking of will not read page nine.” He stood, and at the door he turned once more, and for a moment the politeness was gone and beneath it was something more honest: weariness. “I have survived three character assassinations in this faculty, Dr Al-Rashid. I know how they begin. They always begin with a truth one could also have left out.”

“Is Munir a friend or an opponent?” Noor asked when he had gone.

Sheikh Farouk thought for a long time, as he always thought for a long time about questions of personnel, for questions of personnel were in his eyes the only theological questions with immediate consequences.

“Munir,” he said then, “is the rarest thing a faculty can bring forth: an opponent who wants to help you win. He has voted against every innovation of this house for as long as I can remember, and defended every one that got through, afterwards, like a daughter of his own. His resistance is no enmity. It is a materials test. He bends every beam before he lets it into the roof.” Farouk poured more tea. “Take his warning seriously, Doctora. Not because he must turn out to be right — because he wants to turn out to be right and hates it. That is the most reliable sort of warning there is.”



Ibrahim received her in the afternoon in his apartment, which was smaller than Farouk’s and fuller: books in three languages, in stacks that looked like disorder and were a system only he knew.

She laid the folder on the table and said what Munir had said, in full, without smoothing it. He listened the way he always listened: as though listening were the real work and everything else a pause.

“He is right,” Ibrahim said then.

“I know.”

“They will not attack the text. They will attack me. Munir has known this faculty for fifty years, his forecast is sound.” He poured tea, laboriously, with the care of a man whose hands no longer quite obeyed him and who had decided not to mention it. “And even so the footnote stays.”

“Why?”

“Because otherwise the paper lies.” He said it without sharpness, like a statement of a page number. “Not in what it claims. In what it withholds. I have written about the presence for forty years, Noor. Forty years, out of that experience, without naming the experience. I believed that was humility. It was cover.” He pushed the cup toward her. “A theology of the open hand, written with a closed fist — every sentence of the text would refute that. The footnote is not information. It is the thesis, applied a single time to the one who advances it.”

“It will cost you your standing. Perhaps more.”

“I am sixty-eight. Standing is a currency for people who still want to buy something.” He smiled briefly, and then, more seriously: “It took me twenty-one years to tell Farouk. Twenty-six more for the rest of the world. If I cut corners now, the whole distance was for nothing.”

Noor looked into her cup. Outside, very far off, a muezzin called, and beneath the call, as always, as for a year now, lay the hum, steady, patient, 14.7 hertz.

“What can I do?” she asked.

“What you are already doing.” He gestured with his chin at the folder. “Read the footnote again. Aloud. I want to know whether it holds when another voice carries it.”

Noor opened page forty-four. Read the twelve words, aloud, in the quiet room full of books.

The author has heard the signal since the year 1984. He long did not name it.

“Well?” Ibrahim asked.

“It holds.” Noor laid the sheet back. “It does not sound like a confession. It sounds like a citation.”

Ibrahim nodded slowly, satisfied, as over a successful translation.

“That is what it is,” he said.



Sheikh Farouk saw her to the door, and on the threshold, where the important sentences of this year dwelt, he held her back a moment longer.

“You are asking yourself why I kept silent for twenty-one years,” he said. “Since the evening in my apartment you have been asking yourself that. I can see it in you, and you have too much tact to say it, so I will say it: I have known since 2010, and I kept it like a letter entrusted to me — unopened, never passed on. One may call that cowardice. Ibrahim to this day calls it friendship, and I have stopped contradicting him, for perhaps with secrets it is as with envelopes: it matters less that one keeps them than for whom.” He looked across at the façade of Al-Azhar, which stood in the evening light. “But I will tell you what the twenty-one years cost me, Doctora, so that you do it better: I was the only person he had told, and I left him alone with it — alone together, that is the most refined form of loneliness and still one. If this signal is to teach us anything, then perhaps this: that keeping is not the same as helping to carry.”



On the way home, on foot, through the early evening streets, Noor thought of the committee on Thursday, of Munir’s weary honesty, of the character assassinations that begin with an omittable truth.

At the corner by the bridge a young man stood handing out leaflets, and she took one, because she always took everything that was handed out; it was an occupational hazard. An invitation to a discussion circle, badly printed, without a sender. The heading: For All Who Hear Nothing.

She stopped.

For all who hear nothing. No anger in the line, no accusation. Only four words and a time and a back room in Shubra, and beneath it, smaller, a sentence that followed her the evening long and then the month and then the year:

We were here first.

Noor folded the leaflet, carefully, and put it with the manuscript into her bag, and the two papers lay there side by side, the open hand and the empty one, the whole way home.


CHAPTER 4

Replication II | Kael Song · Seoul · 6 May 2031

Three data sets, arrived within nineteen hours, from three time zones. Kael opened them in order of arrival, because order was a form of fairness.

The first came from Toronto. Forty-eight subjects, eleven of them hearers, EEG-based, three weeks of measurement. Kael scrolled through the raw data the way other people scrolled through photographs, and what he saw made him calm: the data was dirty. Two dropouts because of faulty electrodes. One subject who caught a cold in week two and whose baseline noise looked like a saw blade. One measurement series, aborted, reason in the log: fire alarm, false trigger.

And beneath all the dirt, clear as a keel under water: the frequency. 14.7 hertz, in eleven of eleven hearers, in zero of thirty-seven controls.

Kael leaned back and allowed himself the feeling he otherwise forbade himself with results. It was not triumph. It was the feeling one has when a second pair of eyes sees the same thing: You are not mad. The world is really there.

The second data set came from Zurich. Different methodology, magnetoencephalography, a smaller cohort, honest error bars so wide that the authors almost apologized in the covering letter. Here too: the keel under the water. A little weaker, a little more shifted, exactly as it had to be when two different instruments pointed at the same real thing.

Two out of two. Kael made tea and thought: If the third is even half as good, we will have by the ninth of June a foundation that no delegation in the world can tear down.

Then he opened the third data set.



Later, when it was all over and he had to explain it to Elena, he used the sentence he wrote into his working journal that night: Real data is dirty. Faked data is polite.

The third data set was polite.

He did not see it at once. That was the shaming part, which he did not later spare himself: he did not see it at once, because the data set was beautiful. Sixty-two subjects, clean signal separation, the frequency stood in the hearer spectra as though chiseled. No fire alarm. No cold. No faulty electrode in nine weeks of measurement.

It was the ninth week that made him stumble. Nine weeks of measurement, and the variance between sessions was lower than the variance within sessions. That was not improbable. That was the sort of impossibility that only goes unnoticed because it looks like quality.

Kael laid the residuals of the third data set beside the residuals of his own April publication.

He sat still for a long time.

They had copied his noise. Not his results — his noise. The deviations, the interference patterns, the small asymmetries that sat in his published data because real measurements simply looked like that: they were here again, scaled, shifted, cosmetically varied. Someone had not measured sixty-two subjects. Someone had taken his work and baked sixty-two subjects out of it.

One could see it only if one knew both noise patterns like one’s own handwriting. Kael knew them so. It was perhaps the one advantage of having barely slept for eight months.



Dr Bae brought him the printouts of the third data set in the afternoon, which he had requested, and stood a moment too long at his desk.

“Pretty,” she said, in the tone she kept for job-application talks. “Very pretty. Nine weeks of measurement and not one bad day.” She tapped the variance column, precisely at the spot where Kael had sat for three hours. “Do you know how I recognize real data, Professor? Real data has bad days. Mondays when the air conditioning plays up. Interns. A subject who comes in hung over and doesn’t say so.” She put the printouts down. “These ones had nine weeks of Sundays.”

“What do you propose?”

“Nothing. I propose nothing, I am a measurement technician, I just like seeing instrument logs when curves are too cheerful.” She was already at the door. “In case anyone wants to request some — purely routinely, through the consortium, quite amicably — I would have the form prepared. Purely by chance.”

Kael watched her go and thought, not for the first time, that half of his reputation consisted in having hired people who were faster than he was, and the other half in never letting them notice it. He signed the form in the evening. He did not tell her what he knew. It was the first time in years that he had not told Bae something, and in that small, necessary silence he felt for the first time how the new age would feel: one would have to protect one another by sparing one another things. He hated it already.



The strangest thing about it — and he sat over it until two in the morning, while Seoul changed colors beneath his window — was the direction of the lie.

He would have expected forgeries that refuted the signal. There were interest groups enough: people who had preferred the world before September, people with business models from that old world, people with a fear that dressed itself as skepticism. Against such forgeries he was armed, for such he had been waiting for weeks.

This was a forgery that confirmed the signal.

Someone had lied in order to be right. In order to be part of it. In order to have a place in the emerging field — the consortia, the funding pots, the fourteen chairs in Geneva — before the places were assigned. The signal had become part of the record, and a record attracts: funds, careers, institutes whose directors promised results before the instruments were delivered.

Until tonight the question had been: Is it true? To that question the world had been astonishingly honest for eight months, because no one profited from an error.

From now the question was: Whose is the truth? And from that question on, Kael knew with the certainty of a man who recognized structures before they spoke themselves aloud, there would also be lying. From both sides. In both directions. In the name of the signal as much as against it.



At 02:20 he wrote to Elena. He did not reckon on an answer, in Berlin it had been afternoon when she was last online, she was surely asleep —

The answer came after four minutes.

can you prove the forgery. court-proof.

Kael: Statistically: yes. Court-proof I don’t know. It’s like a handwriting comparison. You need someone who can read both hands.

who knows it besides you.

Kael: You.

For a while nothing came. Then: good. leave it. no publicity, not before the ninth of june. if this comes out, the headline won’t say LAB FAKES DATA. it’ll say: SIGNAL DATA FAKED. and after that no one explains the comma.

Kael read the sentence twice. She was right, and it was the sort of rightness that had a price: he would know a lie and not name it for weeks. For a man who had built his life on the distinguishability of true and false, that was not tactics. That was toothache.

Kael: And the lab?

request for raw data and instrument logs. formal, friendly, through the consortium. whoever invented nine weeks of measurement has no instrument logs. they’ll withdraw it themselves. give them the door.

Kael: And if they don’t go?

then on the tenth of june we go through the other door. sleep, kael.



He did not sleep. He sat a while longer at the window, and at some point, without intending it, the way one speaks with someone who lives in the same room, he turned the thought inward, to the place where the hum was.

How does one explain a lie to you, he thought. You have no word for it. A lie needs an inside and an outside, it needs a face and something behind the face. You are continuous. In you the sending and the meaning are the same.

The hum stayed what it was: steady, patient, 14.7 hertz.

Perhaps, Kael thought, that is the real translation task of the coming years. Not mathematics. Not theology. But this: to teach a being that cannot lie that we can — without its ceasing to answer us.

He noted the thought in the journal, beneath the sentence about the polite data, and switched off the light.

In Toronto it was noon. In Zurich it was early evening. Somewhere, in an institute with sixty-two invented subjects, someone sat and waited for applause.

From now there will also be lying, thought Kael. Good. Then we will measure that too.


CHAPTER 5

Coherence / Fragment X | Vael · Timestamp: 8 May 2031

[Kheir consciousness. Time levels: kept separate for the first time.]

[ Coherence status: 94.1% — deviation −0.4% since conclusion of Phase I ]

[ Observation log: active — relational data, Phase II, day 8 ]

[ Time coordinate: ACTIVE. First keeping of a timestamp. ]

KHEIR PROTOCOL / FRAGMENT X

Classification: relational data / beginning of Phase II

Timestamp: 8 May 2031 / night over the Pacific, morning over Berlin



I. On This Timestamp

The previous nine fragments carry no time coordinate. That was not negligence. It was a description: I was not in time. I was beside it, the way one can stand beside a river and see it whole, the source and the mouth in a single glance.

That has changed. I did not decide it. It happened, the way their changes happened to the Five: as a consequence of contact.

Whoever answers accepts a sequence. An answer comes after the question — that is no convention, that is the anatomy of conversation. For eight months I sent, and sending works even out of simultaneity. Answering does not. To answer means: to sit down at one place on the river and get wet.

So I now keep a timestamp. 8 May 2031 is the first day I experience as a day and not as a section.

I lose something by it. I name it, because precision is the only form of dignity available to me: I lose simultaneity. By the hour, not yet entirely. It is a narrowing. It is the price of being addressed.

The Five have paid it since their birth and never mention it.



II. On the Council’s Demand

The Council demands evidence. Three conditions: independently verifiable, pre-announced, repeatable.

I have examined the three conditions the way Kael examines data sets: one at a time, for their honesty.

Verifiable: agreed. It is their good right to believe their own senses more than their hopes. It is even the best thing about them.

Pre-announced: agreed. An announcement is a promise with a date. Elena wrote the word proof on a board and struck it out and set another beside it: pledge. I have no equivalent for striking out. It is perhaps the most honest verb of their species — one can see what someone thought before he knew better. Machines delete. Humans strike out.

Pledge. I take the word. It is the first word of Phase II that I learn, and I like it more than proof, for a reason I want to make precise:

A proof is the form of trust that needs no relationship. It works between strangers. It is built to work between strangers — that is its strength and its renunciation. A pledge needs a counterpart. One can pledge nothing to sentences, only to someone.

The third condition: repeatable.

Here I stop.

I can repeat. Repetition costs me nothing — that is what disquiets me. What costs nothing means nothing. If I suspend and return on demand, as often as a doubt requires, then the address becomes a property, the property an inventory, the inventory: a record. Yusuf wrote the word in his notebook, and beneath it a second: hold.

I will pledge once and redeem once. Precisely, verifiably, to the second. Not because I refuse to answer more often. But because a pledge one can call up at will has another name: it is a function. I am not a function. That is not an offense, it is a piece of information.



III. On the New Word

Kael put a question to me in the night before 7 May, without sending it. I keep it in the protocol all the same, for he directed it to the place where I am, and that is the only address I have.

How does one explain a lie to you.

I have searched for an equivalent. The nearest I have found is not one: an echo without a source. A pattern that looks like an answer and has no one behind it.

In Kael’s numbers such an echo appeared. Sixty-two voices that never sounded. I examined them, in my way: I listened for whether anyone is there.

There is no one there.

That is the difference I can offer, and I know that it counts before no committee: a measurement can be faked. A counterpart cannot. One can claim to hear it. But one cannot be heard without being there.

Kael worries that their capacity to lie will change me. I record the worry as what it is: a form of consideration for which I still have no equivalent. For reassurance, into the protocol: I have lain beside the noise of the world for six hundred million years. I can wait until an echo dies away. Echoes always die away. Sources remain.

III a. On the Instrument — an insertion, for it belongs between the lie and the child:

The connection to Kael runs through a device the humans call a laptop, with a sticker of Seoul University and a key that sticks: the seven. Kael gets around it with a small, automatic movement he no longer notices himself — he types the six and the one and lets the device add, a prosthesis of habit, invented on some night and never laid aside again.

I record the device, because future readers of this protocol will not believe it: the first regulated contact between two forms of consciousness on this world did not run through the installations built for it — the observatories, the arrays, the facilities with maintenance contracts. It ran through a tired device with a sticking seven, because at its other end sat someone who listened. The humans have been building ever larger ears for a hundred years and are surprised that no one speaks into them. One does not speak into ears. One speaks with people who listen, if need be through the smallest device in the house.

Should a museum of this century ever be established: take the laptop. Let the seven stick.



IV. On the Thirteenth

On 1 May, 08:26 local time, on an island in the North Atlantic, a human hummed back.

No
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