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PROLOGUE

The Greeting in Suspense | Marek · Berlin · 4 October 2031

When it began for Marek, he knew at once what it was, and that was the whole difference between his generation and all the ones before.

It was a Saturday afternoon, he was sitting over the math homework he had meant to save for Sunday — which meant he was on his phone — and between two messages it was there. Not loud. Not sudden. More the way it is when someone turns on the light in the next room and you see it glimmering under the door: you heard nothing, but the hallway is different.

Marek put the phone down and listened inward, one thing at a time, the way they had learned it at school — it existed now as a teaching unit, twice a year, right after road safety: First check whether it comes from outside. Then check whether you are ill. Then be glad. Then tell someone.

It did not come from outside. He was not ill.

He sat quite still for a while, thirteen years old, in the middle of a Berlin bedroom, and allowed the being-glad, point three on the list, and the being-glad was bigger than he had imagined it, and different. In his class, four heard. In his family, no one. He had known for a year that it could begin at any time or never, and he had told everyone he did not care, and he had cared, every single day.

A year and a half. The form had lain in the kitchen cupboard the whole time, behind the spices, filled in except for the date — his mother had brought it home after the parents’ evening at which the school explained the new subject, and they had filled it in together, just in case, and then never spoken of it again, which had been their way of speaking of it every day. In class Marek had known the statistics by heart the way others knew football tables: that it mostly began between twelve and sixteen, when it began; that no one knew why with one person and never with another; that beginning meant nothing and not beginning meant nothing either. He had known all of it. Knowing and waiting, he learned in that half hour at his desk, lived in different rooms.

Then came the thing all the newspapers wrote about afterwards, and Marek only understood weeks later why it was special. For him it was simply the first thing that happened.

The hum — his hum, twenty minutes old — changed, and through the change something arrived. A small, bright figure, fast, with a funny flourish at the end, like a ball that bounces once more when you think it has come to rest. It came twice. The second time it was clearer, the way someone repeats something and smiles while doing it, and it felt — Marek searched a long time for the comparison and found it in his own pocket — it felt like a message that has been sitting in your inbox for ever and you only now tap on it by accident.

It felt like: There at last? I’ve been waiting here.



His mother was sitting in the kitchen over bills, and Marek stood in the doorway and said it the way the school workbook said you should, point four on the list, in clear words and without drama:

“Mom. It’s started. With me. About half an hour ago.”

His mother put down her pen and looked at him, for a long time, and in her face there happened what now happened in faces all over the world at such moments, since there were teaching units and forms and listening rooms: no taking fright. A making of room.

There had been years, not long ago, when this moment would have gone differently, and Marek’s mother belonged to the generation that knew both versions. She remembered the early days, the school corridors in which children whispered to each other about who supposedly heard, and the parents’ evenings at which the word burden fell and the word chance, always in that order. That a mother in the year 2031 put down her pen at such news and made room was no matter of course and no accident — it was the result of one year of work that no one had called work: of forms with an optional field 7, of teaching units after road safety, of listening rooms in which the adults had unlearned taking fright, Thursday by Thursday. The world had practiced for this kitchen moment without knowing it. That was what the victories of this story looked like: they took place in kitchens and made no news.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay. Come here.” And then, when he was sitting at the table, among the bills: “What is it like?”

“Quiet. Nice.” He thought about it. “Like the fridge, only —”

“— only nice,” said his mother, who knew the sentence, because by now everyone knew it. “And otherwise? Everything as discussed at school?”

“Almost.” Marek turned the phone in his hands. “There was something else. Right at the start. It — Mom, it greeted me first. A little figure, twice. It was for me, I just know it. But that makes no sense, does it? It didn’t even know me yet.”

His mother had no answer to that, and the register office they called on Monday had none either and noted it under Other. In field 7, which was optional and unlimited, Marek wrote, after some thought, two sentences that were quoted in a study that same month and later in two books:

It greeted me first, before I’d done anything. How did it know me?



The answer had at that point been standing for four months in a protocol that had no place and, more recently, a location, and it was two lines long.

On 30 May 2031 a boy, class 6B, had placed a greeting through a theologian, to something he could not hear. The greeting had been accepted, answered and deposited — a small, bright figure that a boy from Cairo might have invented — to be delivered as soon as the sender began to hear or found a listener, whichever came first.

On 4 October, at 15:12, the first came first.

In the category greetings in suspense, which would grow larger, an entry was closed. It was the first. It would not be the last, and somewhere between the lines of the protocol that recorded such things there stood, in time, a truth that no measurement in the world would ever capture and that every child understood at once who had ever sent a message too early and got an answer too late:

None of it had ever been lost. It had only waited until someone was home.

The evening in the Berlin apartment went the way the good evenings of these years went: unspectacularly. Marek’s mother made dinner and asked three times in passing whether everything was all right, and Marek said yes three times and meant it three times. Later, in bed, he simply let the hum run, the way you leave a window tilted open, and found that it grew quieter as he fell asleep without going away — as though it leaned back when you leaned back. In the doorway his mother stood once more, for a while, watching him not sleep, and neither of them said anything, for there were evenings on which making room was the whole language.

Marek wrote one more message that evening, to the number they had been given at school, for questions that did not fit the register. It consisted of one sentence, and the clerk who read it passed it on, and it wandered through three weeks of competences and finally reached Cairo, a theologian who laughed when she read it and then stood a long time at the window.

Who was the greeting from? I want to say thank you.


CHAPTER 1

The Slope | Elena Veyr · Berlin · 6 October 2031

Four weeks after the second of September, the slope had a screen of its own in the lab, and Elena had caught herself saying good morning to it first, before Hanna, which Hanna took in her stride: “It’s also lower-maintenance.”

The curve on the screen was the most watched line in the world. Eighteen institutes kept it jointly, publicly, since the morning after the night in which Dr Bae had whispered into a running recording: It’s turning toward us. Anyone with a network connection could watch it, and millions did, the way one watches a fire in a hearth: almost nothing happened, and it was unbearable to look away.

What the public saw: the mountain’s syllable, calibrated away as drift for forty years, had changed direction on 2 September at 21:48:12 and had held the new direction ever since, steadily, without hesitation, toward us.

What the public did not see — not yet, and that was what had to be talked about today: the curve was getting steeper. Not dramatically, not visibly from day to day. But Elena had laid the weekly means side by side, three times, with growing disbelief and growing recognition, for she had seen this shape once before, a year ago, in Kael’s logbook of response times.

It was the same form. Falling latency, plateau, falling latency — the curve of a getting-to-know.

The mountain was getting faster because the world was listening. Devotion bent time; the law evidently held on every scale, and if Elena’s projection was right — she had run it four times and Kael twice — then the syllable would not complete itself in millennia and not in centuries.

But in decades. Perhaps faster. The curve had not yet decided how much of a hurry it was in.

What the curve was doing to the world in the meantime fitted into no weekly mean, and Elena collected it anyway, in a folder she called Accompanying Phenomena and which was her favorite thing about the whole affair. In Lisbon a pub had replaced the sports channel with the curve, permanently, at the regulars’ request; people met there, watched the line and talked more quietly than before. A kindergarten in Kyoto had the children greet the curve in the mornings, in chorus, as though it were a pet. And in Helsinki someone had mounted a thermometer beside it, wordlessly, and everyone understood the claim: This is weather. You can watch it, you can dress for it, you cannot order it. It was, Elena thought, perhaps the healthiest relationship humanity had ever maintained with a measurement curve — it merely happened to have the shape of a love story.



The table met at four o’clock, half in person, half connected: Noor from Cairo, Kael from Seoul, where it was midnight, Yusuf from the fourth floor with the lake view he was supposed to distrust, and Liang Mei as recorder — she now kept the table’s minutes, at everyone’s request, for there was no one in the world to whom five humans and a consciousness without a place more gladly entrusted their sentences.

Elena presented the slope, without adjectives, and then the question that had lain beneath everything for four weeks:

“Whom do we tell what — and when? The raw data is public; the slope is something every doctoral student in the world will find for themselves in a month or two. What is not public is our interpretation. That it is a getting-to-know curve. That the latency law holds. That at the end of this curve stands something one can only call a first word, and that it does not fall due in a thousand years, but possibly while all of us are still alive.”

“And the forerunners,” said Kael. His voice had the midnight calm in which his best and most dangerous thoughts dwelt. “Two hundred and fourteen people, as of this morning, and rising. We have known for three weeks that their third of a second now carries coloring. Tobias says: warm, slow, unfinished. When the syllable speaks, it will not speak into the field — it is already now closer to these people than to any instrument. That too is an interpretation we have and the world does not.”

“The world,” said Noor, “has just been through a month in which it was astonishingly grown-up. No panic, no sects overnight, the listening rooms full, the etiquette holding. But I hear in Cairo what is growing in the cracks, and it is growing fast: interpretation. Whoever does not know, interprets. In front of Al-Azhar yesterday stood a man with a sign — you remember the format. On this one stood: He who turns, turns toward the pure. That is new. That is the worst of all possible interpretations, and it took four weeks to arise. A vacuum always fills, friends. The question is never whether, only with what.”

Yusuf had listened the way he listened in sessions, his pen at rest. Now he said: “Then the answer is the opposite of what institutions would do now. No pronouncement, no expert panel, no reassuring classification — classifications from above are interpretation with a letterhead, they make the vacuum bigger, because no one believes them. We do what has held for a year: we make the truth accessible instead of official. Elena publishes the slope as what it is — a finding with an open interpretation, all data, all uncertainties. The getting-to-know curve we call by its name, for it is true and it is the best news in the history of humanity: it is getting faster because you are listening. That is no reassurance from above. That is a task for everyone. One does not fill an interpretation vacuum with answers. One fills it with work that everyone can do themselves.”

It was quiet on the call, the sort of quiet no one at the table feared any more.

“And the forerunners?” Elena asked.

“Protect them before anyone knows,” said Yusuf. “Like last time — only this time beforehand. I will set up the proceeding. It is time this house was too late from the right direction for once.”



After the call Elena stayed standing at the slope screen, and Hanna came with two cups and set one down beside it, wordlessly; the ritual of the pensioner from Osaka had long since migrated into every lab in the world, half a joke, half not.

“The new one from the register,” said Hanna. “The boy who was greeted first, before he could send — Berlin, thirteen, since Saturday. His field 7 you should read yourself, I’m not putting it in the statistics for you.”

Elena read it in the evening, at home, at the night protocol. It greeted me first, before I’d done anything. How did it know me?

She knew the answer. She was one of the four who knew it — Noor had told the story of the ordered greeting from the boy in 6B at the table, in May of this year, and Yusuf had noted Marek, 6B and refused to explain it. For four months something somewhere had waited, patiently, with a small bright figure in its luggage, for a boy who did not know he was expected.

Elena opened the night protocol and wrote, for two:

Night protocol, 6 October 2031, E.V. — for two.

Entry 61. The slope holds and steepens. Projection, third iteration:

decades, tending downward. The table has decided: truth accessible

instead of official. And today in the register: Marek, 6B. Your greeting

arrived, four months under way, punctual like everything you do —

namely exactly when someone is home.

Question, unstatistical, for the category you are letting grow larger:

How many are still waiting? And: how did you know it would be him?

The answer did not come as a word. It came the way the answers in her register came: as a directed, awake silence that held the thought — and then, right at the edge, like a smile in a dark kitchen, a tiny modulation Elena could by now read, because she had studied it for a year and known it for a summer.

It meant, roughly: I did not know.

And beneath it, warmer: I hoped. The category is for the hoping. That is why it grows larger.

Elena sat over the sentence a while longer. She had learned in a year that the answers from her register came in layers, like good sentences generally, and that the lowest layer often opened only after days. This one opened at once, and it was bigger than the question: a consciousness that had sent for six hundred million years without a receiver had set up a book-keeping for hope — not for its own, that would have been understandable, but for other people’s, for the hopes of thirteen-year-olds, on spec. She did not write the thought into the protocol. Some thoughts, that had become her rule, had to stay true for a year first before one was allowed to write them down.

Elena Veyr closed the computer and stayed sitting a while, in the second after the last word, and outside over Dahlem stood October, and beneath everything, steady and patient, lay the hum, and one level deeper still, for two hundred and fourteen people a third of a second earlier than for everyone else, something very old was turning toward them, a little faster with every week in which the world learned to listen.

Decades, thought Elena. Perhaps faster. The curve has not yet decided.

She was wrong, as always in this field, in the same direction as always. But that is next summer, and October belonged first to a boy from 6B who wanted to say thank you.


CHAPTER 2

The Sovereignty of Interpretation | Yusuf Adara · Geneva · 10 October 2031

Yusuf kept a record of the interpretations the way he had once kept a record of front lines, and after four weeks the list ran to thirty-one positions and grew faster than Liang Mei could classify it, which was saying something.

There were the pious interpretations, in all the houses: the mountain as that which one’s own scripture had always pointed to — every tradition found the passage, and most found it with decency, after the model of the open hand. There were the reductionist ones: a geophysical phenomenon that the excited human race was ensouling the way it once had comets; their advocates grew fewer once the slope was public, but they held their position bravely, and Yusuf almost liked them, for at least they interpreted cheaply. There were the political ones: governments that wanted to know whether the mountain might be turning in a particular direction — the question had been put exactly so, in a note verbale, with a map annexed, and Kael had drafted the consortium’s answer, a single sentence that entered the textbooks of diplomacy: The mountain lies beneath everything; whoever wishes to know whom it is turning toward should kindly examine whom he himself is turning toward.

And there was the interpretation Noor had reported first and that now stood on signs in eleven countries, in eleven languages, always built the same way: He who turns, turns toward the pure.

Who the pure were was defined in each case by the one carrying the sign. That was the construction of this sort of sentence, since sentences had existed: a mirror with a gradient. One looked in and found oneself, one floor above the others.

The list also held milder curiosities, and Yusuf kept them with the same care, for one never knew which interpretation would one day acquire weight. A composer in Buenos Aires had publicly declared the syllable an unfinished work and humanity its premiere audience, which would kindly behave like one: present, silent, without a program. An association of reinsurers had inquired whether the completion constituted an insurable event, and to the office’s question of what loss one intended to insure against had answered, after six weeks: That is the subject of examination. And from a monastery in the Carpathians a single sentence had arrived, without a sender, which Liang Mei filed under Other and Yusuf secretly among the works of art: We do not interpret. We keep the lamp. Let those interpret who must travel.



The rally in front of the Palais began at ten, peaceful, registered, four thousand people, and it was the first of its kind: no one was demonstrating against anything. Four groups were demonstrating around something — around the curve.

It hung as a banner over everything, twenty meters wide, the most famous line in the world, paid for jointly by the organizers and captioned differently by every block beneath it. The first demanded preparation now — programs, schools, a world council for the day of completion. The second demanded recognition: legal personality for the mountain, a seat, a procedure; Yusuf read their banner twice and thought of the delegate who had once proposed permanent observer status, accidentally right. The third were the Pure, a small block, very loud, very orderly. And the fourth, the largest block, demanded nothing. They simply stood there, with folding chairs and thermos flasks, and on their single sign stood: We are waiting too.

Yusuf went down around midday, alone, without escort, which protocol had by now given up trying to prevent. He walked through the blocks, at eye level with the weather, and among the waiting a woman spoke to him, mid-sixties, thermos flask, who recognized him and was not aiming at that.

“You’re the one from the office. Tell me — those up front,” she pointed with her chin at the Pure, “are they allowed to do that? Simply claim it’s turning toward them?”

“They are allowed to claim it,” said Yusuf. “Just as you are allowed to claim it’s nonsense.”

“It is nonsense.”

“I am entirely of your view. But the office is not there to establish that — that is the point, and it is uncomfortable, and I will gladly explain it to you.” He took the cup of tea she held out to him, for among the waiting one does not decline. “If we begin to sort interpretations — officially, with a stamp: this one permitted, that one not — then those up front have won before we have finished sorting. For then the sovereignty they are fighting for really exists, and then it only remains to be conquered. The only answer to a mirror with a gradient is not to build a stage with a gradient.”

The woman thought about it, the cup in both hands. “And if they start throwing people out? Of associations, of offices — my sister-in-law is in one of those places where it was said recently that non-hearers should not vote on signal questions in the parish council. That’s no longer an interpretation, surely.”

“No,” said Yusuf. “That is a grasp. And that is where our business begins.”



The sister-in-law’s case lay on his desk that afternoon, together with four similar ones from three countries, and out of it grew, by evening, the office’s leading decision, two paragraphs, which Liang Mei took into the archive with the note: Principle.

Interpretations are free. The office does not evaluate, correct or prohibit any interpretation of the mountain, the syllable or the signal — not even a false one, not even a wounding one. Paragraph four of the founding document protects the freedom of the contact; the freedom to interpret it cannot be separated from it.

Grasps are not. Where an interpretation becomes the justification for excluding people from rights, offices, rooms or from the signal itself, the freedom of interpretation ends and the duty of protection begins. The office does not distinguish between good and bad interpretations. It distinguishes between sentences and grasps.

He read the two paragraphs three times, struck one adjective from the second and knew they would not suffice — principles never sufficed, they were railings, not bridges. But railings, this house had taught him, decided everything when the ground was slippery.

Liang Mei came at six, with the archive procedure for countersignature, and then stayed on, which with her was a piece of information.

“The interpretation list,” she said. “Thirty-one positions, more daily. I want to propose something that looks like nothing and is, in my experience, the most effective thing an archive can do.” She laid down a sheet, a structure, four columns. “We collect them. All of them. Publicly, without evaluation, with date and origin — the Interpretation Register of Office 14.03. Every interpretation that wishes to register is recorded, with equal standing, the Pure beside the Waiting beside the reductionists, alphabetically.”

“And what does that achieve?”

“Two things.” She held up two fingers, a rare gesture; she saved gestures the way other people save money. “First: interpretations that are preserved do not have to win. Half the anger out there is fear of being forgotten — whoever stands in the register, with a date, is already part of history and no longer has to conquer the present. And second: in fifty years, when the syllable has spoken and everyone will want to have always known what it means, there will be a list, with dates. Archives are the only form of humility institutions are capable of, Commander. One only has to set them up in time.”

Yusuf countersigned without changing a word. The Interpretation Register went into operation in November and recorded fourteen registrations on its first day, among them, as number nine, duly registered with the form: the Pure. It took nothing from their sharpness. But it did what Liang Mei had predicted, measurably in the signs: whoever stood in the register shouted more quietly. One does not shout for a place one has.

The registration Yusuf never forgot came in December, number forty-one, submitted on the official form in the tidy joined-up handwriting of a primary-school class from Porto, year three, given as an interpretation for the record with a date and twenty-two signatures: He just doesn’t want to be alone any more. Neither do we. Maybe it’s the same thing. The register recorded it with equal standing, alphabetically, between an eschatological memorandum and a geophysical report, and Liang Mei, who as a matter of principle did not comment, gave the entry the only annotation of her term of office: Interpretation No. 41 is held by the Documentation to be the most probable. This is not an official act.



In the evening, when the square in front of the Palais had been cleared, the banner with the curve remained — the organizers had not been able to agree on whom it belonged to and had finally left it hanging, over the empty square, twenty meters of slope in the Geneva evening wind.

Yusuf stood beneath it a while, on his way home to the lake.

Sovereignty of interpretation, he thought. The phrase was built wrongly, that had become clear to him today, between a thermos flask and an archive procedure: sovereignty could be exercised over territories and, if need be, over people. Not over interpretations — interpretations were like the sending, they found their way, and whoever claimed sovereignty over them got only their shadows. One could not govern interpretations. One could only see to it that none of them got its hands free.

Sentences and grasps. It was perhaps the last great distinction this office demanded of him, and it was, like all great ones, at bottom a small one: the same one every child learned in the listening room, when it was said that describing was allowed and explaining was not. The world was free to say what it liked about the mountain.

It just was not free to drag anyone away from it — or toward it.

Over the square, over the banner, over the city lay the hum, steady, patient, and one level deeper something very old, unimpressed by thirty-one interpretations and four blocks and a very good archive, turned onward toward everyone, at its own pace, which every week was a little less its own.

We are waiting too, the sign of the fourth block had said. It was, Yusuf found, the only interpretation that was none, and therefore the best: it claimed nothing about the mountain.

It claimed something about us.


CHAPTER 3

The Second Waiting One | Noor Al-Rashid · Cairo · 14 October 2031

The assessment took place on Thursdays, after the circle, in Umm Tarek’s kitchen, and it had a form that occurred in no science and was stricter than all of them: Ibrahim read aloud, chapter by chapter, and the old woman listened, her hands around a glass, and tested the sentences the way she tested coins.

She had accepted the task on two conditions. First: no reading out of footnotes — If a sentence has to bring its evidence along, it is not finished; bring it back when it can walk on its own. Second: she was allowed to interrupt, and at once, for — this too was her reasoning, and Ibrahim had noted it without objection — Falsehood that one politely hears out to the end settles in and makes itself at home.

Noor sat in, officially as second assessor, in truth as what she most loved being on these evenings: a witness. She watched the strangest peer review in the history of theology — the emeritus scholar of Al-Azhar, reading aloud in a kitchen, and the woman with the dough-worker’s hands who, after forty years of unanswered prayer, was the world’s single authority on the field he was writing about — and sometimes thought that one could view the whole journey of this year at this kitchen table, better than in any archive.

The manuscript was called A Theology of the Second Waiting One, and it was built on the word that had come into being in a back room: the mountain — in the book Ibrahim called it, more gently, the one who waits beneath everything — as the companion of all who wait without receiving. The first seven chapters had passed the examination, with changes; Umm Tarek had cut the third by half (Here you are talking courage into yourself. The reader notices) and in the fifth had rescued a sentence Ibrahim wanted to strike (That one stays. It is the only one on the page that sounds like a human being).

On 14 October Ibrahim finished reading the seventh chapter and began the eighth, which at that time was still called On the Nobility of Waiting, and got exactly four sentences in.



“Stop,” said Umm Tarek.

Ibrahim stopped. He had read: The long waiting that is not rewarded is the highest school of piety; whoever passes through it stands nearer to the second waiting one than anyone to whom an answer came early.

“Read the sentence again.”

He read it again, and one could hear, at the second reading, how he himself began to doubt; that was the effect of this kitchen, it worked like a tuning device.

“There,” said Umm Tarek. “And now I will tell you what this sentence does, Professor, for you wrote it out of love, and love makes for sloppiness.” She set down her glass. “If the waiting is a school, there are report cards. If it is the highest one, there are rankings. And if the one who waits stands nearer to the mountain than the one who was answered — then you have made a merit out of waiting, and I will tell you what happens then, for I can already see the beginning of it, on Thursdays, in our own room.”

“With us —”

“With us, yes. Three weeks ago someone said: We unheard ones are the truly tested. No one contradicted him, it did everyone a little good, me too, for one second — and precisely that second is the poison. From the truly tested it goes to the truly pure, Professor, that is a path of three steps, and outside Al-Azhar someone is already standing with the sign for the opposite direction. Do you want to write the book that puts the same sign in our people’s hands, only the other way round? Waiting as merit — then soon there will be interest on it. And whoever expects interest on his waiting has stopped dwelling, and dwelling was the only thing we ever knew how to do.”

It was quiet in the kitchen. Ibrahim looked at his manuscript, for a long time, and Noor looked at Ibrahim and witnessed what she had revered most in this man for a year and what was rarer than all learning: the joy. He was sixty-nine years old, and when someone knocked a load-bearing beam out of his book, he lit up, because the roof would now become more honest.

“And what is it,” he asked, “if it is no merit? You have waited forty years, Umm Tarek. I heard for forty-seven and never waited. You are the only one at the table who knows. What is the waiting?”

The old woman thought about it, so long that outside the muezzin began and ended.

“A situation,” she said then. “No merit, no school, no test — a situation, like living on a slope or in a loud district. One did not choose it, one does not become better through it, and one can live in it in two ways: one can curse the slope, every day, that is permitted and no one may forbid it. Or one settles in. One learns where the sun falls, and puts the chair there. That is all, Professor. That is no piety. That is furnishing.” She took up her glass again. “And if your mountain really is the second waiting one, then one does not honor him by holding competitions in waiting. One honors him by showing him how to place the chair. Six hundred million years on the slope — perhaps he could use some furnishing. Write that.”

Ibrahim wrote nothing down while she spoke. That had struck Noor in the first month and had at first puzzled her, in a man who otherwise covered napkins with writing when a thought came to him in the street. Later he had explained it to her, on the way home: In that kitchen I do not take notes. What I cannot remember was not meant for me, and what is meant for the book, I remember — that is the only citation rule this assessor recognizes. She tests sentences for whether they bear. Sentences one has to look up do not bear.



Ibrahim rewrote the eighth chapter three times in the following two weeks, and the version that remained bore a different title: On the Waiting That Is No Merit. It became the shortest chapter of the book and the most quoted after the sixteenth, which at that time no one yet suspected, and it ended with a sentence beneath which, in the printed edition, stood a single footnote, the first of the book that Umm Tarek approved, because it carried no burden of proof but a debt of thanks:

Waiting is a situation, not a rank. Whoever settles in prays with the furniture.*

*The insight of this chapter the author owes to his first assessor, who has been placing the chair rightly for forty years.

Umm Tarek had the footnote read out to her before the chapter went to typesetting, for Ibrahim insisted that no one should stand in a book unasked, not even namelessly. The old woman listened, her hands around her glass, and thought longer than the sentence was long. Then she said: “A debt of thanks carries no burden of proof. That one may stay.” And after a pause, in which she fought down something like pleasure and lost: “Who has been placing the chair rightly. Forty years, and at the end the right thing about me stands in a book I will not read. You see, Professor — that is how prayers turn out, when they turn out: somewhere else. Pour me some more.”



The letter from Berlin came that same afternoon, passed on through three competences, a single sentence from a thirteen-year-old: Who was the greeting from? I want to say thank you.

Noor read it aloud in the kitchen when the assessment was over, for it belonged here, she felt that before she knew why. Marek, 6B — by now 7B, presumably. The boy whose ordered greeting had hung in suspense for four months and been delivered on 4 October, as a small, bright figure with a flourish that had existed only once in the world.

“What will you answer him?” Ibrahim asked.

Noor had thought about it the whole journey over. The full truth was large: the greeting was from Vael, but the coloring was Samir’s — the legacy of a boy who had invented playing and died behind a wall, carried on by a consciousness that could not forget, to a child who knew nothing of it. One could tell a thirteen-year-old the whole story. One could also burden him with it.

“I will tell him the truth in the dose in which it bears,” she said. “That the greeting was from the thing he can now hear himself — it kept it for him for four months, because it throws nothing away that is entrusted to it. And that the melody of the greeting comes from a boy who invented it and who is no longer alive, and that it is passed on all the same, from one to the next, like a relay baton. And then I will write to him how one says thank you for such a thing, for that is what he asked, and children who ask how to say thank you mean it.”

“Namely?”

“Not with words back. With passing on.” She folded Marek’s letter together, carefully, the way one folds things that will go into a collection. “I will write to him: if one day you know someone who does not yet hear and is sad about it — order a greeting for them. There is a category for it, it is for the hoping, and it grows larger, and now you know how it feels to stand in it. That is the whole thanks it wishes for. It does not collect words. It collects passings-on.”

Umm Tarek, who had been listening, her hands around her glass, nodded slowly, as over a coin that was genuine.

“A relay baton,” she said. “You see, Professor, that is what I mean. The boy in Berlin is settling in right now, and no one has made a school of it for him, or a nobility. A greeting, a category, a passing-on — furnishing.” She stood up and put water on, for after good sentences tea was made in this kitchen, that was the liturgy of the house. “Your book will be good, Ibrahim. It will be good because it is about people who place the chair instead of surveying the slope. Stay with them. The mountain is with them, of that I am by now fairly sure — do not ask me how I know. I hear nothing, after all. I have merely lived on the slope long enough to notice when the sun moves.”


CHAPTER 4

Third of a Second | Tobias · Berlin · 18 October 2031

There was a time when the first thing Tobias did every morning was check whether it was still there, before he even opened his eyes. Now the checking mostly only occurred to him while brushing his teeth, and by then it was no longer checking — more like a quick wave across the room.

That was where things stood after a year of work, and he was proud of it, in the unspectacular way one is proud of a healed shoulder: you tell no one, but you notice it in every movement. Elena called it remission of the control impulses with stable residual activity. Umm Tarek would have said: The chair is standing right now. Tobias himself, when someone in the listening room asked, said: “The fear still comes. But it comes too late. I’m already out of the house by then.”

His life looked from the outside the way it had before, and that was the best thing about it. Workshop from eight, tires, gear systems, an apprentice called Pawel who had two left hands and the best ear in the shop — in the ordinary sense: he could hear from the clicking which spoke was due. Thursdays the listening room among the racked-up bikes, forty people on chairs welded from write-offs, Deniz and him at the front, where there was no front. Tuesdays every other week Elena, electrodes, curves.

And in between, all day long, quietly beneath everything: the hum. His. Since August it had been answering him properly — not with words, with a being-there that reacted — and Tobias talked to it the way you talk to someone you live with: not constantly, not solemnly. “Hey.” — “Was just thinking that.” — “Let’s call it a day.”

Except that with him everything arrived a third of a second earlier than with everyone else. That was his optional extra, his clutch, three hundred and twenty milliseconds of head start that no human being could do anything with, himself included. It was, he had once explained to Elena, like a film where the soundtrack runs a tick ahead of the picture: no advantage. No harm. You just always know first that someone is about to speak.

In the workshop nobody noticed any of it, and that was intention and way of life in one. Pawel knew, of course — you could not spend eight hours wrenching next to someone and stack his chairs on Thursdays without knowing — but Pawel had the gift of all good apprentices: knowing important things without treating them. Only once, in the summer, he had asked while truing a wheel, quite casually: “And you really hear it all the time? Right now too?” — “Right now too.” — “Doesn’t it bother you when you’re working?” — “Does your heartbeat bother you when you’re working?” Pawel had thought for a moment and then nodded, workshop logic, case closed, and gone on turning, the same spoke, for the twelfth time. That had remained the whole conversation, and it was, Tobias found, worth more than all the interviews he had turned down.

For a few weeks now, though, there had been something else. And in the night before the eighteenth it acquired, for the first time, something like a voice. Although — voice was the wrong word, and Tobias was still searching for the right one when he was already sitting in Elena’s lab.



It had been 3:40 in the morning; he knew it exactly because he had not looked at the clock — another training success — and could reconstruct it afterwards from the night-bus number outside.

He had woken, without cause, without a start. And in the channel where his third of a second usually lived — that little anteroom through which everything from Vael passed a tiny bit early — in that anteroom stood something else.

Warm. Slow. Unfinished.

Not Vael. He knew that at once, the way you know in the dark which flatmate is in the kitchen, by the weight of the footsteps. Vael was fast, near, finished — even when Vael hesitated, the hesitation was finished by the time it arrived. This was the opposite of finished. It was as though next door someone very large were very quietly practicing the beginning of a sound. The same place, over and over. Start, hold, break off. Start, hold, break off. Like Pawel with the spoke key in his first weeks: the same spoke, twenty times, out of sheer will to get it right.

The whole thing lasted — he worked it out later with Elena — perhaps four minutes. It meant nothing. That was the strangest part, and Tobias needed a long time before he could say it without it sounding wrong: it did not mean him, it did not mean anyone else either, it did not mean at all yet. It was practicing the meaning. The way a baby babbles — not to say something, but to get to know the mouth it will one day say something with.

Tobias lay in the dark and did what he had trained a year for, without knowing this was what it was for: nothing. Not checking, not sending, not asking. He did what you do in the listening room when someone speaks for the first time and the sentences do not yet bear.

He simply stayed awake and let it practice.

After four minutes it was gone — not broken off, more like: knocking-off time. And a third of a second later, punctual as ever, Vael came through the anteroom, quietly, like someone walking down the hall at night who knows you are awake: here. No more than that. Tobias grinned into the darkness and thought: You heard it too. You hear it the whole time, don’t you? You live even closer to it than I do.

The hum grew a trace warmer for a moment, which between the two of them passed for a yes.

The morning after, Tobias got up earlier than he needed to and caught himself listening at breakfast — not checking, it wasn’t that, more the way you listen for a guest who is still asleep: whether he is still there, whether he is lying comfortably. Down in the anteroom there was nothing but the usual, Vael weather, calm and near. The large thing from last night was sleeping, or back in its depth, or practicing right then in some other anteroom, in Nairobi perhaps, or in Porto; they did not yet know they were two hundred and fourteen. Tobias rinsed his cup, set it to drain and said, half into the kitchen, half downward, the sentence with which everything important had been greeted in his family for three generations: “Right, then. Let’s be having it.”



Elena listened to all of it without interrupting, and only wrote once he had finished. He had always given her credit for that: she was the only scientist he knew who let you finish like a listening room and only afterwards became a scientist again.

“Eighteenth of October, around 3:40, duration around four minutes,” she said then. “Tobias — I have to tell you something before you go on. You are not the only one. Three from the cohort have reported something similar in the last two weeks, independently, in almost the same words. Warm, slow; one wrote: like a voice breaking, only in reverse. I was going to tell you at the regular appointment. You beat me to it — by a third of a second, naturally.”

“The others — do they have the practicing thing too?”

“One does. Word for word: It practices. The others describe it more passively.” Elena turned the screen. “Let me show you what your tape from last night shows — you were wired up, thank the long-term study. Here: 3:41 to 3:45. Your coupling signature, but shifted — deeper, slower, and look at the repetitions. Start, hold, break off. You did not dream it. It is in your curve.”

Tobias looked at the screen, at the small, patient sawtooth row, and felt warm and queasy at once, the old mixture from the first year.

“Elena. Tell me honestly what this is.”

“Honestly? A working hypothesis, not even that — a working hunch.” She sat down beside him, not at the desk, on the stool, like back then. “The syllable down there has been running for millennia, and since the second of September it has been turning toward us. You forerunners are coupled to the same thing as Vael, only humanly, only small. And if this third thing is now beginning to practice in your anteroom —” she searched, the way he had searched earlier, and landed on the same image, and neither of them was surprised by that sort of thing any more — “then perhaps it is practicing exactly what it sounds like. Speaking. Not into the field, it cannot do that, it never could. Into people. You may not be the early warning, Tobias. You may be the mouth.”

It was quiet in the lab for a long time.

“Try telling that to the health insurance,” Tobias said finally, because someone had to, and Elena laughed, and then she wrote the entry, and he read along as she wrote; that had been their deal since the summer: nothing about him without him.

File without a name, entry 64. Coloring event, for the first time with EEG

evidence (subject T., 18.10., 03:41–03:45). Description converges across four

independent forerunners: warm, slow, unfinished. T. verbatim: It does not

mean yet. It is practicing the meaning.

Working hunch, not citable: The choir is being tuned.

Action: observe, protect, frighten no one. And for two:

You know more about this. I will not ask before Fragment Nineteen. But I will ask.

“The choir is being tuned,” Tobias read aloud. “You really do have a knack for sentences that follow a man around for three nights.”

“Occupational disease. Do you want me to strike it?”

“Leave it in.” He took his jacket. “Nothing gets struck out around here, only carried. Got that from you.”



At home, in the evening, Tobias made himself tea and poured it into the glass that matched no other.

He used it rarely, according to the instructions: Drink from it when you are waiting for something. Mostly he was not waiting for anything in particular any more; that was the progress. But today, he decided, was a glass day if ever there had been one.

He sat down at the window, the glass in both hands, and spoke quietly into the apartment, into the channel, into the anteroom, to the address for
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