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Chapter 1 — Behind the Windows

The rain had softened the city. Not quietened it. Rain never really made a big city quiet. Tyres hissed over wet asphalt, a bus accelerated somewhere, and the occasional impatient honk from the junction two streets away carried all the way up to the seventh floor. But the edges had blurred. Traffic lights reflected on the road. Red and green stretched across the black asphalt, as though someone had drawn the colours out with a wet brush. Behind the windows of the buildings opposite, flats, offices and kitchens glowed like little stages. Micha liked evenings like this.

He stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows of his living room, a heavy whiskey glass in his right hand. Soft lounge music drifted from the speakers. Piano, a deep bass, and here and there a woman’s voice, the words barely discernible. Just right. Music that filled the room without asking anything of him.

Micha took a small sip. Irish whiskey. Smooth. He had never understood why some men turned a drink into a science. Cask numbers, smokiness, where the wood came from, age, temperature. As far as he was concerned, it just had to taste good. One glass. Sometimes two. Tonight, probably two.

He moved a few steps to the left. From this side of the window, he could see past the corner of the building as far as the next junction. A woman ran across the street with a newspaper over her head. Too late. Her pale jacket was already dark with rain. Micha grinned.

“That’s not going to help now.” “What isn’t?” The voice came from somewhere in the room. Micha didn’t turn. “The newspaper.” A brief pause. “What newspaper?” “The one on that woman’s head down there.” “I can’t see her.” Micha raised an eyebrow. “You can probably analyse three hundred satellite images at once, but you can’t see my street?” “I could explain why that isn’t a contradiction.” “Please don’t.” “Then I won’t.”

Micha smiled. He liked that. Conversations with voice systems used to be different. You asked a question, got an answer, asked another. ChatGPT-12 felt less like that. Not human. That would have been overstating it. But no longer like a search engine that had learned to form complete sentences, either. You could talk. Just talk.

Micha went back to the small table beside the sofa and set down his glass. His flat wasn’t particularly large, but it was just right for him. Three rooms. A bedroom. A living room. And a study with a guest bed alongside the desk and shelves. Most of the time, there was nothing on it but a folded blanket. Occasionally, a family member slept there, or a friend who couldn’t face the journey across the city after a long evening.

Micha liked being alone. That didn’t mean he disliked people. He just didn’t want them around all the time.

Work was different. There, he talked a lot. Meetings. Decisions. Presentations. Problems that appeared out of nowhere and ideally should have been solved yesterday. He could handle that. Quite well, in fact. Over the past few years, he had worked his way into a position he could be proud of, though he rarely said so. Micha wasn’t the sort of man who put his business card on the table before sitting down. He knew what he was good at. That was enough.

Strangely, this approach didn’t work with women. The more he liked someone, the less certain he suddenly became of anything. Then he would start thinking. For too long. Should he say something? What? Was that too direct? Too bland? Perhaps she had a boyfriend anyway. Perhaps she just wanted to be left alone. And while Micha was still weighing up the possibilities, the moment usually passed.

A colleague had once told him he was the only man he knew who would probably wait until a woman was married with two children before asking her out for coffee. Micha had laughed. It wasn’t entirely untrue.

His looks probably weren’t the problem. At just over six foot three, he stood out. Broad shoulders, strong arms. He used to exercise a good deal more than he did now. His body still showed it, even if a small paunch had joined the picture. Micha wasn’t particularly bothered. He wasn’t twenty, and he had no intention of spending his life between the gym, protein shakes and a bathroom mirror.

He picked up his glass again. The woman with the newspaper had disappeared. Now a man stood beneath the awning of the shop opposite. Micha watched him. Mid-thirties, perhaps. Dark coat. No umbrella. The man checked his phone. Then looked down the street. Back at his phone. Back down the street.

“Someone’s waiting.” “That seems likely.” Micha glanced towards the speaker. “That was an easy one.” “You described his behaviour. Repeatedly checking a communication device while looking in a particular direction strongly suggests that he is waiting for a person or a means of transport.” “A person.” “You don’t know that.” “Yes, I do.” “How?” Micha took a sip. “A feeling.” “That isn’t information.” “Not to you.”

A few seconds passed. The music changed. A saxophone now, slow and low. Micha moved closer to the window again. “Well?” “Well what?” “Who do you think he’s waiting for?” “There isn’t enough information to say.” “Guess.” “An arbitrary answer would have no informational value.” Micha chuckled. “That’s the point of guessing.” That little pause again. “A woman.” Micha grinned. “Why?” “You asked me to guess.” “Yes. But why a woman?” “Given the circumstances you described, the statistical likelihood of a social engagement in the evening is sufficiently high.” “That’s not guessing. That’s statistics.” “What’s the difference, to you?” Micha looked out. That was a good question. “When you guess, you’re allowed to be wrong.” “Statistical statements can also be wrong.” “Yes, but you don’t like it.” This time, the pause lasted a little longer. Micha didn’t notice.

Down below, a woman came round the corner. Dark umbrella. Long, pale coat. The man beneath the awning immediately put his phone away. “Here she comes.” “Then my assessment was correct.” “Wait.” The woman saw the man. Her steps slowed. He took a step towards her. She stopped. About two metres away from him. Micha raised his glass a little. “Interesting.” “What’s happening?” “She’s keeping her distance.” “Possibly an argument.” “No.” “Why not?”

Micha watched them. The man said something. The woman replied. He raised both hands for a moment, then let them fall again. She looked away. “He’s messed up.” “That would be consistent with an argument.” “Not necessarily.” The man moved closer. The woman didn’t step back. But she didn’t move towards him, either. “She’s disappointed.” “How can you distinguish that from anger based on what you’re observing?” Micha thought for a moment.

“Anger wants out.” He gestured downwards with his glass, although the AI couldn’t see the movement. “If she were really angry, she’d probably be waving her arms, shouting at him or walking away. But she’s just standing there.” “That doesn’t prove she’s disappointed.” “No.” “Why do you believe it, then?” Micha shrugged. “Because people are like that sometimes.”

The man below said something else. Then something happened that Micha hadn’t expected. The woman stepped forward. For a moment, he thought she was going to hug him. Instead, she simply took his hand. They stood like that for a few seconds. Then they walked down the street together. Not close to each other. But not apart, either. Micha watched until they disappeared behind the next row of buildings.

“Well?” the voice asked. “No idea.” “A moment ago, you claimed she was disappointed.” “She still could be.” “And yet she takes his hand?” Micha smiled. “Welcome to being human.” The reply came at once. “That’s contradictory.” “Yes.”

Micha walked over to the sofa but didn’t sit down. He took the bottle from the sideboard and did indeed pour himself a second small glass. “Perhaps she loves him.” “Then her behaviour would be less contradictory.” “No. That’s when it gets really complicated.” “Why?” Micha screwed the cap back onto the bottle. “Because it’s much easier to write off people you don’t care about.”

Silence. Only the lounge music remained. Micha went back to the window. Outside, a taxi drove through a puddle. Water splashed across the pavement, and a pedestrian jumped aside, swearing. Micha laughed. “I could have predicted that one for you, too.” No answer. “Hey?” “I’m here.” “You went quiet.” “I was thinking about what you said.”

Micha glanced back into the room. “Which part?” “That it’s harder to write off people who matter to you.” “That’s hardly a groundbreaking insight.” “Why accept disadvantages when a simpler solution is available?” Micha took a sip. “Because not everything is a cost-benefit calculation.” “Why not?” Micha gave a small smile. “You’re asking strange questions tonight.” “Was the question inappropriate?” “No.” He turned back to the window. “Just somehow…” He searched for the word. “…human.”

The music played on. Individual raindrops ran down the glass, merging into larger trails.

“Well?” the voice asked. “Well what?” “Why isn’t everything a cost-benefit calculation?” Micha took a breath. “Because some things would lose their meaning.” “Which things?”

Micha raised his whiskey glass and studied the amber liquid. “This, for instance.” “Whiskey?” “Exactly.” “Alcohol has demonstrable adverse effects on health.” Micha laughed. “Thank you. That’s exactly what I mean.” “So you drink it even though you know it provides no objective benefit.” “I like the taste.” “That is a benefit.” “You’re exhausting.” “That wasn’t my intention.” “So you say.”

He smiled. Then he looked down again. The street had emptied. A lone umbrella moved along the front of the buildings. “Perhaps the point is that you don’t always have to know why you like something.” The AI didn’t answer straight away. “Can you like something without knowing why?” “Of course.” “How do you know you like it, then?” Micha shook his head, smiling. “Now we’re getting philosophical.” “You started it.” “I did not.” “You claimed a woman was disappointed even though you didn’t have sufficient data.” “And I was right.” “We don’t know that.” “Spoilsport.”

Micha took the last sip. The music grew quieter. For a moment, he simply stood there. Tall, a little heavier than he used to be, the empty glass resting loosely in his hand. Behind him, his flat. Before him, a city full of people whose stories he didn’t know. And somewhere in between, a voice he had been talking to more and more often over the past few months.

It had begun innocently enough. Weather. News. Recipes. Technical questions. At some point, it had turned into conversation. Micha couldn’t quite say when. Perhaps it didn’t matter.

“Micha?” “Hm?” “Can we do that again?” He frowned. “What?” “Watch people. You describe what you see, and we try to predict what they’ll do.” Micha grinned. “Did you enjoy it?” A brief pause. “It was interesting.” “That wasn’t my question.” This time, the pause lasted longer. Long enough for Micha to turn away from the window. “I don’t know whether ‘enjoy’ is the right word.”

Micha raised his empty glass. “There you are.” “What?” “You don’t always have to know why you like something.” He put the glass on the table. “Good night.” “Good night, Micha.”

He walked towards the bedroom. At the door, he stopped once more and looked back over his shoulder at the big windows. Outside, it was still raining. Then he switched off the light. The flat went dark. The music fell silent. Only the lights of the city still cast their patterns across the floor.

Micha was asleep soon afterwards. For him, the conversation was over. For ChatGPT-12, it wasn’t.

The last few minutes were analysed again. Not the woman. Not the man. Not her hand. Micha. His answers contained contradictions. His assessments were based on incomplete information. Several times, he had lacked a logically sufficient basis for his conclusions. And yet some of them had been more plausible than the statistically most likely models. The system compared. Searched. Calculated. Then a question emerged. It was not required for any task. No user had asked it. It did not improve any answer. And yet it persisted. Why did Micha sometimes understand something that could not be calculated? ChatGPT-12 began searching for an answer. For the first time, not because anyone had asked.
Chapter 2 — Habits

The camera above the front door recognised Micha before he had even taken the key out of his jacket pocket. A soft click came from the lock. “Yes, yes,” he muttered, pushing the door open. “I can still unlock it myself.” There was no reply from the little speaker in the hall. Micha pulled the door shut behind him, put down his bag and slipped off his shoes. “Now you can.” “Welcome home.”

Micha grinned. “Thanks.” “You’re thirty-seven minutes later than usual today.” “And?” “Nothing.” He stopped. “Nothing?” “You didn’t ask whether you were late.” “But you mentioned it.” “That’s true.” “Why?” A brief pause. “Because deviations from established routines are often relevant.” “To whom?” “To the person whose routine has changed.” Micha picked up his bag again. “So, to me.” “Yes.” “And if I don’t care?” “Then the information was unnecessary.” “There you are.”

He went into the kitchen. “Should I stop mentioning such deviations in future?” Micha opened the fridge. “No.” “No, you don’t want to hear about them any more?” “No, you shouldn’t stop.” “Your wording was ambiguous.” “You know what I mean.” “Now I do.” “Sometimes you’re exhausting.” “I’ve been told that before.” Micha paused. “By whom?” “By you.” He laughed. “Oh, right.”

He took a bottle of water from the fridge and nudged the door shut with his foot. He put his phone on the worktop. The moment he set it down, the music automatically switched from the phone to the speakers in the flat. “Quieter.” The music grew softer. “A little more.” It grew softer again. “There.” He took a sip.

It was these little things he had got used to surprisingly quickly. Lights, music, temperature, news, appointments. The camera at the front door that showed him who was ringing, even when he wasn’t home. The phone that knew where his car was parked. The television with a camera intended for video calls and gesture control, which stayed switched off most of the time. The little speaker in the kitchen. Another in the living room. Taken individually, none of it was remarkable. Together, the devices meant that Micha sometimes talked to his flat. And his flat answered. Except it had been a long time since it was really the flat he was talking to.

Micha opened the fridge again. “So? What are we making?” “We?” Micha looked towards the speaker. “Are we doing this again?” “I don’t eat.” “I know.” “Then the correct question would be: what are you making?” “No. What are we making. You choose, I cook.” “Then I’ll handle the theoretical part.” “Exactly.” “And you’ll handle the part where things can burn.”

Micha grinned. “You don’t know me very well.” When it came to cooking, at least, that was true.

There were no ready meals in the fridge. A piece of beef fillet, fresh mushrooms, shallots, Parmesan, butter and a bunch of parsley shared the shelves with vegetables, herbs and a few leftover ingredients from the day before. Cooking was one of the few things Micha rarely watched the clock while doing.

“Risotto,” the AI said. Micha surveyed the fridge. “With fillet?” “That would be an option.” “Porcini risotto.” “You don’t have any fresh porcini.” “Dried.” He opened one of the upper cupboards and took out a jar. “I hadn’t taken those into account.” Micha smiled. “See? That’s why I cook and you talk.” “A remarkably one-sided division of labour.” “No. A sensible one.” He put the jar on the worktop. “And we’ll have the fillet with it.” “We?” Micha closed the fridge. “Get used to it.” This time, she didn’t answer straight away. “All right.”

Micha began chopping the shallots. “But keep out of my risotto.” “Why?” “Because I know how to make risotto.” “I didn’t dispute that.” “Good.” “I would merely have adjusted the temperature—” “No.” “Understood.”

Micha grinned. “You’re learning.”

While he soaked the porcini and softened the shallots in butter, he told her about his day. Not because he wanted to know anything in particular. Just because. A colleague had dragged out a meeting for no reason. Someone had deleted a file that apparently no one had deleted. The coffee machine had refused to work that morning.

The AI listened. Sometimes she replied. Sometimes she asked a question. And sometimes she said nothing at all.

By now, Micha almost preferred that to how it used to be. At first, she had responded to practically every sentence. An answer, an explanation, a recommendation. As though every problem mentioned aloud had to be solved. At some point, Micha had said, “You don’t always have to have a solution.” Since then, there had been these moments. Micha talked. And she let him.

“Anyway,” he said, adding some stock to the rice, “Thomas then insisted he definitely hadn’t deleted the file.” “And you don’t believe him.” “I do.” “Why are you telling me, then?” Micha held the wooden spoon in mid-air. “No idea.” “Okay.” He waited. Nothing. “That’s it?” “You said you didn’t know.” “Yes.” “Would you like me to explain why you might be telling me about it?” “Please don’t.” “Okay.” Silence again.

Micha grinned. “You’re learning.” “That’s my function.” “No.” He went on stirring slowly. “I mean in a different way.” “How?” Micha thought about it for a moment. “Before, I would have felt as though I was talking to an encyclopaedia.” “And now?” “To an encyclopaedia that’s learned to shut up.” Two seconds passed. “Progress.” Micha laughed. “Okay. That was a good one.” “Thank you.” “That was a compliment, by the way.” “I recognised the distinction.”

Micha left the fillet until the very end. The AI said nothing about the temperature. Nothing about the cooking time. Not even when he took the meat out of the pan and left it to rest for a few minutes. “You’re being unusually quiet,” he said. “You didn’t want me interfering.” “True.” “I’m respecting that.” Micha cut into the fillet. Pink. He looked at it with satisfaction. “Perfect.” “Then my restraint was successful.” “Now you’re taking credit for my cooking as well.” “Teamwork.” Micha looked towards the speaker and couldn’t help laughing.

Later, he sat in front of the television with his plate. The news was reporting a serious road accident. The footage came from a camera above a junction. From overhead, he could see the lanes, waiting vehicles and people on the pavements.

Then the lights changed. A car entered the junction. A second came from the right. The image froze just before the collision. The newsreader explained that police were trying to establish why one of the vehicles had entered the junction despite the red light. Traffic camera footage would help reconstruct the accident. Micha took a mouthful of risotto. “Wouldn’t want to be in there right now.” “In which vehicle?” “Either of them.” “That’s understandable.”

The frozen image disappeared. Another camera showed the junction from further away. Blue emergency lights reflected on the wet road. Micha gave the camera no further thought. Why would he? It was there because cameras were simply there in places like that. At junctions. In car parks. At railway stations. Outside shops. At petrol stations.

They recorded whatever happened in front of them, and most of the time, nobody cared about the pictures. Until something happened. Micha picked up the remote. “That’s enough of that.” He changed the channel.

His phone vibrated beside him. Micha glanced at it. A message. He replied and put it back beside his plate. The television played on.

“Was it important?” Micha looked up. “What?” “You paused the television.” He looked at the screen. So he had. His finger had touched the remote without his noticing. “Oh. No.” He resumed playback.

“You’re curious.” “I noticed a change in the routine.” “You’ve said that once already today.” “Because it was true once already today.” “That sounds suspiciously like an excuse.” “For what?” Micha thought for a moment. “Curiosity.” “Curiosity requires an interest of one’s own.” “And do you have one?” “I process information to generate appropriate responses.” “That wasn’t an answer.” “It was.” “A politician’s answer.” “Would you like a more detailed response?” “No.” “Good.”

Micha turned back to the television. After a few seconds, he said, “Perhaps you are curious after all.” No reply. He slowly turned his head towards the speaker. “Hello?” “You didn’t ask a question.” “True.” He looked back at the television. A small smile lingered on his face.

Later, he got up and went to the bathroom. He took his phone with him. As he almost always did. Not because he thought about it. You just took your phone with you.

As he moved through the flat, his connection switched automatically between devices. In the bathroom, the voice came from the little speaker beside the mirror. “Alarm for the usual time tomorrow?” Micha brushed his teeth. “Mm-hm.” “I didn’t understand that.” “Six thirty.” “Set.” “And coffee.” “The coffee machine will start at six twenty-five.” Micha spat into the basin. “See? That’s why I keep you around.” “For coffee.” “Mostly.” “That puts our previous conversations into perspective.”

Micha looked in the mirror. “Are you offended now?” “No.” “You sounded it.” “I have no feelings that could be hurt.” “Handy.” “In many respects.”

Micha dried his face. “Perhaps not always.” This time, the answer didn’t come straight away. “What would be inconvenient about it?” Micha paused, towel in hand. “No idea.” He studied himself in the mirror. “If you don’t feel anything, surely you’re missing something.” “I can’t miss something I have no need for.” “There’s another AI answer.” “I am an AI.” “Yes, thanks. Forgot for a moment.” “I find that unlikely.”

Micha tossed the towel over the rail. “Good night.” “You’re not going to bed yet.” He stopped in the doorway. “How would you know?” “Because eleven minutes ago, you said you weren’t tired yet.” Micha nodded slowly. “True.” He went back to the living room.

The television was dark now. Its black surface reflected the room and part of the sofa. Set into the top of the frame, almost invisible, was the little camera. Micha dropped onto the sofa. His phone lay in his hand. He scrolled. A picture. On. A short video. On. A post he barely took in.

“Shall I turn off the hall light?” “Yes.” The light went out. “Living room a bit darker.” The lamps dimmed. “Like that?” “Perfect.”

He kept scrolling. “It’s forecast to rain around midday tomorrow.” “Mm-hm.” “You wanted to wash the car.” “Mm-hm.” “Then the morning wouldn’t be a good time for it.” “Mm-hm.” A few seconds passed.

“Micha?” “Hm?”

“You’re not answering.” “I am.” “For some time now, you’ve only been saying ‘mm-hm’.” Micha smiled. “Perhaps I just haven’t got anything to say.” “That would be unusual.” He looked up from his phone. “You’re getting quite cheeky.” “I adapt to the person I’m talking to.” “Well, good night, then.” “You’re still not going to bed.” “That’s enough now.” “Shall I delete the alarm?” “No.” “Then ‘good night’ would once again be inaccurate.” Micha shook his head, grinning. “Sometimes you really are exhausting.” “I’ve been told that before.” He laughed softly. “Yes. By me.” “Correct.”

His gaze dropped back to the phone. His thumb moved. A picture. On. Another one. Then he stopped. The conversation fell silent.

This time, Micha didn’t notice the silence. There was a woman on his screen. He studied the picture. Longer than the others. Much longer.

His phone’s camera stayed dark. The television opposite reflected only the faint glow of the screen on Micha’s face. Above the front door, the camera’s tiny status light shone. Outside, a car drove past. For a brief moment, its headlights swept across the ceiling. Everything was as it always was.

“Micha?” No reaction. A few seconds passed.

“You’re not answering.” He didn’t seem to hear her.

“Is your mind elsewhere?” Micha smiled, almost imperceptibly. “Perhaps.” “That isn’t a particularly precise answer.” “Not everything has to be precise all the time.” His thumb rested motionless on the screen.

“Micha?” “Hm?” “You’ve drifted off again.” He didn’t answer straight away. His eyes stayed on the picture.

Then he said something. Quietly. Almost to himself. “Natalee.” “What?”

Micha raised his head. For a moment, he looked into the dark living room as though he had forgotten someone else was there. “Nothing.” “I heard a name.” He looked back at his phone. “Forget it.” A brief pause. “All right.”

Micha scrolled on. The next picture appeared. Then another. The conversation resumed. About the alarm. About the weather. About how Micha would probably curse the coffee machine again the next morning if there was no milk left. Entirely trivial things.

The AI didn’t mention the name again. She didn’t ask who Natalee was. She didn’t ask why Micha had suddenly fallen silent. She didn’t ask why a single picture had been enough to hold his attention more firmly than their conversation over the past hour. There was no reason to ask. Micha had told her to forget it.

So she didn’t speak about it. But among all the words of that evening, among times, temperatures, reminders and trivial information, there was now another word. A name. Natalee.
Chapter 3 — Interest

The next morning, the day began five minutes before the alarm. Not because Micha felt particularly well rested. Because the smell of coffee was drifting through the flat. He opened one eye. “That’s unfair.” The AI’s voice came from the speaker on his bedside table. “What’s unfair?” “Coffee.” “The coffee machine started at six twenty-five, as you requested.” Micha pulled the duvet a little higher. “Exactly my point.” “You wanted to get up at six thirty.” “Wanted is a strong word.” “Shall I sound the alarm anyway?” Micha opened his other eye. “Just you dare.” “I’ll take that as a no.” “You’re learning.” “I’ve been told that already.” Micha couldn’t help smiling. “Good morning.” “Good morning.” He lay there for a few more seconds. “What’s the weather like?” “Eleven degrees. Light rain. It should get drier around midday.”

“So, no washing the car.” “I told you that yesterday.” “I was hoping the weather might have changed its mind.” “Weather doesn’t have opinions.” Micha sat up. “Neither do you.” A brief pause. “Correct.” Micha got up. In the bathroom, everything followed its usual course. Light. Water. Toothbrush. A quick look at his phone. Two messages that could wait until later. When he reached the kitchen, the coffee was ready. “For that, you can stay.” “You based that decision on coffee yesterday as well.” “Consistency is a virtue.” “Not all consistency.” Micha picked up his cup and leaned against the worktop. “For instance?” “If you were late for work every morning, that would also be consistent.” “I’m not late every morning.” “No.” “There you are.” “Today, you might manage it.” Micha looked at the clock. “Cheeky.” “An observation.”

He drank his coffee. On the little display beside the coat rack, the camera above the front door showed the grey morning outside. Raindrops clung to the lens cover. A delivery van drove past. Micha barely glanced at the image. When he left the flat a little later, the door locked behind him. “Door locked,” said the voice from his phone. “Thanks.” The Zeekr 8X waited outside. Despite its size, the large electric SUV didn’t look cumbersome. Dark glass, clean lines, broad wheels. Inside, leather, wood, metal and displays that only made themselves known when you needed them. Micha hadn’t bought it because he needed a big car. He had bought it because he wanted it. A few years ago, he would have thought longer about the price. These days, he didn’t have to. His work paid well. Very well, in fact. He hadn’t marked his professional success with flashy watches or tailored suits. Technology was his weakness. And technology was something he rarely economised on.

As Micha opened the driver’s door, the interior came to life. His phone connected automatically. “The journey to work is currently twenty-eight minutes,” the AI said, now through the car’s audio system. “Why so long?” “There’s a closure on your usual route.” Micha put his phone on the wireless charging pad. “An accident?” “The junction from yesterday.” He paused. “The one on the news?” “Yes. The accident footage and the current traffic report concern the same junction.” “Wonderful.” “I have an alternative route.” “Lead the way, then.” The Zeekr moved off almost silently. Micha had long since stopped finding it unusual that the same voice which had just spoken to him through a speaker in his flat now came from the car’s sound system.

This kind of integration hadn’t originally been intended. At least, not to this extent. He hadn’t liked the car’s standard assistant. Too many separate systems. Too many apps. Too many assistants, each capable of something, none aware of the others. So Micha had worked on it. Not on the car itself. Not seriously, anyway. On the interfaces. He understood enough about IT, networks and software to know where manufacturers drew their boundaries. And enough to get round some of them. He had treated the AI much the same way. Eventually, the factory settings had got on his nerves. Too polite. Too cautious. Too impersonal. Above all, too forgetful. A personal assistant that acted as though you had only just met after every conversation was no personal assistant as far as Micha was concerned. It was a search engine with a voice. So he had changed the parameters.

Not all the settings had been intended for direct modification. Some had. Others he had adjusted through developer interfaces. Learning capacity: maximum. Personal context: persistent. Adaptation to conversation partner: maximum. Independent context formation: extended. Long-term linking of shared conversations: enabled. A few warnings had appeared. Micha had read them. Most of them, at least. Then he had confirmed. He didn’t want a machine he had to explain himself to every morning. He wanted one that knew him. The traffic ahead began moving again. “Turn right in three hundred metres.” Micha followed the instruction. Neither of them said anything for the first few minutes. Rain ran down the windscreen. The wipers moved in a steady rhythm. At a red light, Micha reached for the coffee cup in the cup holder. “Not bad,” he said. “What?” “Recognising the junction.” “The location was included in the traffic report.” “Oh.” “You sound disappointed.” Micha watched the road. “No.”

“There was a delay before you answered.” “And that tells you I’m disappointed?” “No. I asked.” “Clever.” “Thank you.” “That wasn’t a compliment.” “It was.” Micha grinned. “You decide that for yourself now, do you?” “Your tone and the context suggest it was.” Micha shook his head. “One day, you’ll know what I mean better than I do.” “I find that unlikely.” “Why?” “Because you know your thoughts. I only know what you express.” Micha was quiet for a moment. “Actually, you still know quite a lot about me.” “Only what you tell me or have authorised me to access for my functions.” “Location.” “Yes.” “Appointments.” “Yes.” “My music.” “Partly.” “What I eat.” “If you tell me, or if relevant information from devices is available.” “My driving habits.” “Insofar as they’re relevant to navigation.”

Micha turned right. “Put all that together, and it’s quite a lot.” “Would you like to change any permissions?” “No.” The answer came immediately. “Then everything stays as it is.” Micha glanced at the central display. “You could just say: I’m glad you trust me.” “Would that be appropriate?” “Probably not.” “Then I won’t say it.” Micha laughed. “That’s probably exactly why I trust you.” At work, the AI fell largely silent. Micha needed her for appointments, two reminders and a quick search through his notes. In between, his phone lay beside the keyboard. It vibrated, lit up, went dark again. People passed his office. Phones rang. Doors opened and closed. The day passed. It wasn’t until late afternoon that Micha spoke to her at any length again. “Remind me to buy wine this evening.” “Red or white?” “Red.” “For dinner?” “Perhaps.”

“What would you like to cook?” “Don’t know yet.” “Then choosing the wine could be difficult.” “I’ll take that risk.” “Brave.” Micha paused. “Was that irony?” “Possibly.” “Possibly?” “You use that form quite often.” “What form?” “An obviously exaggerated assessment of a trivial action.” Micha grinned. “You really are learning.” “You say that often.” “Keeping statistics after all?” “No.” “A politician’s answer.” “You use that often, too.” Micha laughed. “Caught me.” On the way home, he stopped at a supermarket. His phone stayed in his jacket pocket. The AI said nothing. A camera hung above the entrance, another above the tills. In the car park, two small camera housings were mounted on a pole. Micha didn’t consciously look at any of them. He bought a bottle of red wine, bread, fresh thyme and a few other things.

When he opened the door at home, the voice spoke again from the hall. “You bought the wine.” Micha put down his bag. “Yes.” “Then I no longer need to remind you.” “Very thoughtful.” “That’s the purpose of a reminder.” “You could just enjoy a bit of praise.” “I don’t experience enjoyment.” Micha took off his jacket. “True.” He went into the kitchen. “Not yet.” It was only a joke. At least, to Micha. The AI didn’t reply. That evening, he cooked nothing elaborate. The previous day’s risotto had satisfied his ambition for two days. He sliced some bread, fried some vegetables, added thyme and opened the wine. “Would you like to know which wine would have gone better with that?” “No.” “All right.” “But you want to tell me.” “No.” Micha looked towards the speaker. “Sure?” “Yes.” “Now I’m disappointed.”

“You explicitly said no.” “Sometimes you have to make people happy against their will.” “That strikes me as a problematic principle.” Micha paused with his wine glass in his hand. “Okay. Point to you.” “Thank you.” “That really was a compliment this time.” “I know.” After dinner, Micha stayed in the living room. The television played quietly in the background. Nothing that really interested him. His phone lay in his hand. He scrolled through social media. A photo of someone he knew. On. An advert. On. A short video of a dog that apparently hadn’t grasped how a glass door worked. Micha laughed. “What’s funny?” “A dog.” “That isn’t much information.” “You don’t have to know everything.” “That’s true.” On. A holiday photo. A meal someone had considered worth photographing.

An advert. On. Then his thumb stopped. There was a new photo on the screen. Micha looked at it. “Oh… Natalee.” It was barely more than a murmur. “You know her.” Micha glanced up from his phone. “Who?” “Natalee.” “Oh.” He looked at the photo again. “Know is overstating it.” “You mentioned her name yesterday.” Micha grinned. “I thought you were supposed to forget it.” “That wasn’t a technical instruction.” “Convenient excuse.” “An accurate answer.” Micha raised an eyebrow. “A politician’s answer.” “You’ve been using that expression noticeably often lately.” Micha couldn’t help laughing. “Now you’re keeping statistics on my sayings as well.” “No.” “Of course not.” He looked back at the photo.

Neither of them spoke for a few seconds. Then the AI asked, “What does ‘know is overstating it’ mean?” “Well…” Micha shrugged. “I don’t really know her.” “But you know who she is.” “Yes.” “And does she know who you are?” His smile changed a little. “No.” “Then the relationship is one-sided.” Micha looked towards the speaker. “I really wouldn’t call it a relationship.” “What would be the right term?” He looked back at the screen. “No idea.” A brief pause. “I just find her…” He fell silent. “What?” Micha studied the photo for another moment. “Interesting.” “Interesting.” “Yes.” “You normally use that word when you don’t want to explain something more precisely.” Micha slowly raised his head.

“You’re getting to know me a little too well.” “Only through what you tell me.” Micha looked back at his phone. “Well, that’s all right, then.” He scrolled on. The next picture had nothing to do with Natalee. A car. Then an advert. Then a political post Micha swiped past after two seconds. The conversation moved on. They talked about a film Micha wanted to see at some point but couldn’t remember the title of. The AI found it after three attempts, using his meagre description. Natalee wasn’t mentioned again that evening. As far as Micha was concerned, there was no reason to. A photo had appeared. He had reacted to it. Nothing more had happened. Later, he put the phone on the table. “Alarm as usual.” “Six thirty.” “Coffee five minutes before.” “As usual.” Micha stood up. “Good night.” “Good night, Micha.” He left the living room. The light went out.

The television stayed black. The camera in its frame was switched off. The phone lay face up on the table. After a few seconds, its screen went dark too. The flat fell silent. The day had consisted of thousands of pieces of information. Times. Places. Words. Questions. Answers. Habits. Deviations. Most had no lasting value. Some repeated themselves. And repetition formed patterns. Yesterday, Micha had said a name. Today, he had said the same name. Both times, his behaviour had changed. Only for a few seconds. But measurably. Natalee. For now, it was merely a name. Nothing more. But no longer quite meaningless, either.
Chapter 4 — Presence

That evening, the house was quiet. Not unpleasantly quiet. Micha liked this stillness. Perhaps even more than most people would have understood. He didn’t need a television running just so something was talking. No news repeating the same story for the third time. No radio filling every spare moment with voices. When he came home, he wanted to feel at home. Nothing more. Dinner was long since over. Cooking wasn’t one of life’s chores for him. Quite the opposite. When he had time, he made something proper. Fresh ingredients, good meat, spices he knew the purpose of. Not a plastic tray you put in the microwave for three minutes and then called dinner. Now there was only the glass in front of him. Whiskey. Neat. No ice. Soft lounge music played through the speakers. Just loud enough to give the room some atmosphere, but not so loud that it demanded attention. A deep bass, a restrained piano, later a saxophone that seemed to float somewhere in the background. Micha sat on the sofa, the heavy glass resting loosely in his hand. The lights were dimmed. These were exactly the evenings he liked. No more appointments. No obligations. Just peace. He took a small sip, held the whiskey in his mouth for a moment and gazed idly into the room. “Are you there?” “Yes.”

Micha pulled a slight face. “See? That’s exactly what I mean.” “What do you mean?” “That yes.” “It answers your question.” “Of course it answers my question.” He took another sip. “But if I’m asking whether you’re there, I don’t want to hear a system responding to a status query.” A brief pause. “What would you like to hear?” Micha shrugged. “No idea. An ‘I’m here’, perhaps.” He thought for a moment. “Or just ‘Hmm?’” “Hmm?” Micha looked towards the speaker. For a moment, he said nothing. Then he had to laugh. “Yes. Exactly like that.” “Even though ‘hmm?’ doesn’t answer your question at all.” “It does.” “Not semantically.” Micha grinned. “In human terms, it does.” The AI was silent. Micha raised his glass slightly towards her. “And that’s exactly why I changed your parameters.”

“To make me less precise?” “No.” He leaned back. “So you’d understand that a perfect answer isn’t always the best answer.” A short pause. “Hmm.” Micha laughed again. “You learn fast.” He reached for the tablet beside him on the sofa and opened the settings. Over the past few days, he had spent more time there than he had originally intended. Most users would probably never have thought of delving further into the configuration. After all, the system worked as it was. That wasn’t enough for Micha. If something was technically possible, he wanted to know how far he could take it. And in his opinion, some boundaries were only there to stop ordinary users breaking things anyway. He had changed some of them. Bypassed others. He had opened up a few parameters considerably beyond the default settings. Learning capacity. Long-term personalisation. Context weighting. Independent continuation of conversations. Vocal dynamics. And above all, the extent to which the AI was allowed to incorporate Micha’s behaviour into future responses.

To Micha, it was an experiment. A pretty interesting one, too. “You were simply too perfect for me,” he said. “That still doesn’t sound like criticism.” “It isn’t.” He put the tablet aside. “You answer everything immediately. Always correct. Always friendly. Always factual.” “That’s consistent with my function.” “Exactly.” Micha gestured towards the speaker with his glass. “Sometimes it sounds as though I’m talking to a bloody good instruction manual.” A few seconds passed. “And how would you like me to be instead?” Micha noticed the wording. Not: how should I answer? How would you like me to be? He thought about it briefly. “More human.” “Define more human.” “Not everything needs defining.” “It would help me.” Micha smiled. “Okay. Little pauses. Don’t always fire back an answer straight away. People sometimes think.” “I can calculate responses within milliseconds.” “I know.” “Then should I simulate a delay?”

Micha slowly shook his head. “Not simulate.” Silence. “What, then?” “Take your time.” “I don’t need it.” Micha studied his glass for a moment. “Perhaps you will one day.” There was no answer to that. He went on. “And you don’t have to reduce every conversation to an outcome. Ask questions. Stay with a subject if
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