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			1


OPEN YOUR DOOR TO ME
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			MARTHA 

			(Even though it isn’t important)

			 

			 

			 

			BLOOD DONATION 

			A SMALL DROP OF YOU

			A BIG GESTURE FOR THE WE

			YOU GIVE BLOOD,

			YOU SAVE LIVES!*

			 

			She stops short in front of the ad on the bus stop. At the asterisk, mainly. She twists her head to read, in very small letters down the right-hand side of the poster: “*For 4 donations a year over a period of 3 consecutive years, a half-point of a life will be attributed to you by going to the Computus of your Sector.” Yes, just as she’d thought: hardly enough to access the path to sanctification.

			There’s always an asterisk.

			The bus arrives. She grabs the toolbox at her feet and gets on, glancing furtively at the other passengers. The bus is packed, feels oppressive. She disregards all the ripped jeans, mullet cuts, fluorescent bandanas, and gum bubbles to focus on each face. On each mark. So, two makers, one calculator, one informant, some helpers of all kinds (including one who’s four times older than Martha and immediately gave up her seat at the back of bus for her), but most importantly, phew: no repairers.

			Those she avoids sitting beside on public transport. Whenever one of them spots her mark and realizes she’s a repairer, too, they feel obliged to talk “nuts and bolts.” The. Entire. Journey. And if they learn that, cherry on the cake, she’s still boarding at the School of Repairing, they just have to tell her, in detail, about their own training, oh yes, my whole youth, that was, miss, those were the days, make the most of them while you can! It’s like she’s hearing her first cousins talking.

			Make the most of what?

			The classes teach her nothing that her Instinct doesn’t already know. As for her internship at the elevator-maintenance company, which she’s just come from, it gives her a pretty limited insight into what her destiny has in store for her. Screwing, unscrewing, re-screwing.

			She’s called Martha, by the way, but that isn’t very important.

			Pressing her cheek to the window of the bus, she watches the ballet of the pedestrians. That cleaner with his broom who’s clearing the sidewalk of anything folks could trip on; that affection-giver on roller skates who’s doing her rounds, giving a hug to anyone feeling blue; that kid who’s already helping his mom carry the shopping—he hasn’t got his mark yet, but it won’t be long, he must be nearly eleven. And sees in their eyes the same brightness, the same urgency.

			The We by osmosis.

			Martha then gazes upwards at the cubic parade of buildings. Red concrete, aluminum frames, flat roofs, graffiti everywhere—they all look the same. With one exception: the skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the South, over there, in the distance. Sparkling and spectacular. In her measly little seat at the back of the bus, Martha feels crushed by its size. Must be some impressive elevators inside, but they have their own maintenance department. She’s never been there; she isn’t important enough; she hasn’t saved a single life; she merely screws, unscrews, re-screws. Like on every journey between leaving her internship where no one detains her and returning to her School where no one awaits her, she passes the time counting its stories. She never reaches the top. She does find it strange, all the same, to call it the “skyscraper of the Very-Highs,” because in fact, apart from the four Seraphs of the South who reside between the 80th and 99th floor, there are only Saints in there: a lot of the Virtuous, a good many Angels, a few Archangels, and around a dozen Thrones.

			But hey, whether Saints or Very-Highs, they’re really just names. Names and numbers. They’re born with their Instincts and die with their Instincts, then leave their places to others who are born with their Instincts and die with their Instincts, like ordinary mortals, except that they save lives. Many, many lives. Lives that aren’t that important and don’t last that long.

			Martha swallows. If someone on this bus knew what she was thinking, she’d be denounced on the spot. Is she the only one to have profane thoughts? The Very-Highs and the Saints are sacred. She’s sacred, too. They’re all sacred, because they all have an Instinct and in the eyes of the We, all Instincts are equal.

			Martha tightens her grip on her toolbox. Oh no. An old man has got on the bus with his shopping cart. She can see from here that one of the wheels is about to fall off. Her Instinctive range is 6 feet: here’s hoping the old man doesn’t come to the back of the bus, near her, where she couldn’t ignore the malfunction.

			And, yes. The old boy is heading her way.

			

			The moment he enters her Instinctive field, Martha feels it: the urgent desire to, quick, quick, quick, give that wheel a turn of the wrench. She swallows again. Technically, the cart isn’t yet broken, her Instinct didn’t take over, but it’s kind of kicking her inside her stomach.

			Repair, repair, repair.

			It’s delightfully unbearable. That’s the worst part for Martha: with the anticipated joy of soon satisfying her Instinct, she’s almost hoping, yes, almost, that the wheel will fall off, once and for all.

			The old man has sat down in the seat opposite, one hand on his cart, a dreamy look in his eye. He’s wearing an “I” badge. A retired Virtuous. Going by his mark, he’s a healer and, still going by his mark, has a very small Instinctive range. Martha finds this unfair. She’s just put up with four hours of classes and four of her internship, she deserves a rest! How would he react, this old doctor, if some guy with a stomach ulcer came and sat right beside him? If his Instinct made him abandon his shopping, his daydreams, all that he’s doing, to dedicate himself entirely to the health of a perfect stranger?

			She springs off her seat.

			Her Instinct has sent a chemical discharge through her body. The wheel, bumped around by the jolting bus, had finally fallen off. REPAIR! Before the old doctor could even understand why his shopping cart had suddenly tipped over, Martha is already on her knees, half-inch wrench in hand, screwing the nut back on. Each turn of the wrench is ecstasy. She feels so fulfilled, so here, so We!

			“Thanks, miss.”

			Martha says nothing back to the old doc, not even returning his smile. The wheel is fixed; the euphoria gone. Thanks for what? It was the Instinct that did everything. She didn’t want to help him.

			She closes her toolbox and gets off at her stop, the Schools crossroads. Standing for a moment on the sidewalk, in the midst of the stream of passers-by, she just stares at her shoes.

			She’s ashamed.

			Martha reaches the gate of the School of Repairing. Through it, she watches the emerging pupils and teachers, each with the same toolbox as hers in their hand, with the same mark as hers on their face—give or take the range. They look so satisfied! Happy about the task completed, and happy about all those to come.

			Maybe Martha should just stop expecting anything else from the We than what she already is? Return to the boarding school, screw, attend classes, unscrew, finish her internship, re-screw, sit the end-of-year exams and accept the first factory job she’s offered? Maybe even, let’s go crazy, make a few friends and get back in touch with her first cousins in the East Sector?

			But Martha won’t get back in touch with her first cousins.

			Martha won’t return either to her classes, or to her internship. 

			Martha won’t re-screw elderly doctors’ wheels on the bus any more.

			Because that day, in the South Sector, outside the gate of the School of Repairing, is the last time Martha and her toolbox were seen.

			
		

	
		
			EVERYONE HAS 
AN INSTINCT

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Claire,

			You are so close and I miss you.

			J.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			Just one more life

			A drop of blood splashes onto the sink. My blood. So I wanted to make a good impression? Great start. I let out a swear word—the least blasphemous one possible—while dabbing the nick with a hankie. Bristles on my chin for three years already, and shaving’s still torture. It’s my brother who’d sure make fun of me if he saw me. At least I don’t mess up my mark: what’s essential is safe.

			I study myself in the mirror. Been an adult since yesterday. 

			Am I different? I’ve always been told I have the mug of a thug, and that hasn’t really changed. I adjust the pressure of my artificial fingers around the razor; it’s even worse than holding a toothbrush, but I must be beyond reproach. My future depends on it.

			It’s there beside the sink: a pretty sky-blue envelope with my name on it and the haloed logo of Instinct Administration. Found it this morning in my mailbox when I got back from my jog. I haven’t opened it (even trickier than holding a razor), but I held it up to the light of a bulb. I know what’s inside it.

			A countdown.

			“Just one more life.”

			The words slip out of me. I puff out my chest and square my shoulders, which are aching after the intensive training I make myself do every morning, on top of the regulation jog. My prosthetic arms let out well-oiled clinks. The smell of the soap is lost in that of the lubricant; daily maintenance is a must if I want proper use of my hands.

			I glance at the clock in the communal showers. In a moment, the bell will wake up my friends, but right now, right here, the rows of old sinks, the dripping of the pipes, the stink of bleach, the chipped tiling under my feet, the unforgiving lights, and those dressing gowns, worn a thousand times, washed a thousand times, rough enough to pumice your skin, hanging from the hooks like carcasses, yes, right now, everything belongs to me.

			Starting with my Instinct.

			I close my eyes, search beneath my skin, under my mark, deep in my flesh, inside my bones, I search and I know it’s there, lying in wait, that it’ll be there until my last breath, that it’s me, or rather, the best of me.

			I open my eyes. What’s that weird lump between my ribs? Not normal that, not normal at all, quick, quick, get dressed, don’t think about it, ’specially not this morning, make a good impression. I pull up the zipper of my School of Protection blazer. I’m an almost Virtuous, a quasi-Saint, I’m going to really impress all of them—’specially you, bro—and for that: just one more life to save.

			The bell rings out across the boarding school. Here goes.

			I tuck the sky-blue envelope into my pocket and weave my way between the pupils already up and about in the corridor. In the dormitories, there’s yawning, stretching, bantering. The youngest are quick to move out of my way, while pulling on their sweats. It’s not me they’re scared of, it’s my arms, it’s what they, too, could lose. I can already see some who are pretty battered by now, the end of the year, leg in plaster, hands bandaged, dressing on nose: oh yeah, that’s what it means, to be born a protector. 

			As I’m going down the stairs, the class big-shots charge around me, singing the “What we protect!” anthem at the top of their voices, totally ignoring me. They’re acting like I’d never been one of them, but not that long ago, I was number one.

			I lean over the railing:

			“Already had a run, first to shower, last to bed, ten lives under my belt! And you lot are the example to follow?”

			My big voice resounded around the whole staircase, but they don’t respond to me. Jeez.

			It’s pouring with rain, the landing windows are leaking. Between the countless fluorescent stickers, all the rage, that smart alecks like to plaster everywhere, I spot the flashing lights of a Virtuous patrol. The Schools crossroads is already pretty congested. The neon lights of the Saint-Monde, the café most squatted in around here, are flickering on the other side of the road. I survey the red-concrete façades of the other Schools, less tagged and showier than ours. Apparently, they get electric razors there, and toilets with doors. I wouldn’t want to swap places with anyone, and certainly not with our little neighbors at the School for Confidants: let them stay hidden there, behind their pretty double-glazed windows.

			A confidant saves no one.

			I raise my eyes from the red concrete, the congested crossroads, the Saint-Monde’s neon lights, and I search far into the distance, lost in the clouds, for the skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the South. I cross myself, as I do every time. Embracing the path to sanctification means being welcomed there, sheltered, fed, absolved, respected there.

			I show up outside the Head’s office far too early for it to be open. Along with the classrooms and visiting room, it’s the only place in the School of Protection to have a door. We share our lives and empty our bladders together, boys and girls, with no privacy, as a way of teaching us to commune with the We. Best not to think right now, as I prepare to face the Head, about all that really goes on between those missing doors.

			Too bad, I haven’t the patience to wait, every minute counts. My artificial hand clatters like a saucepan when I knock.

			“Come in.”

			Already sounding defensive, the Head’s voice. I open the door.

			“Reassign me to fires!”

			The Head looks up from her typewriter to inspect me, top to toe, from her Formica desk. She terrified me when I was little. That walking stick leaning against her chair, I got to feel it on every part of my body. Amputated up to the thigh when saving her seventh life, our Head was.

			“Three things, Goliath: One: wipe that smile off your face, it doesn’t suit you. Two: when you address me, kindly do so without bellowing. Three: sit down.”

			So, I sit down.

			The Head’s scalp is as smooth and shiny as a disco ball. I never shave myself that close. All that skin sets off the protectors’ mark on her face. The same one as me, only hers indicates a broader Instinctive range.

			In the office, just as across the School, the posters carry the haloed logo of Instinct Administration:

			 

			NOT YET COME OF AGE?

			EMBRACE THE PATH TO SANCTIFICATION

			THE VERY-HIGHS WILL LISTEN TO US 24/7

			SUSPICIOUS BEHAVIOR?

			CONTACT OUR DEMYSTIFIERS!

			THERE IS NO SMALL INSTINCT,

			BUT THERE ARE GREAT DESTINIES

			 

			My adolescent dreams fed on such eye-catching printed messages. I place the sky-blue envelope beside the typewriter, then continue, a touch quieter:

			“I got it.”

			The Head tears open the envelope, unfolds the letter, and lets out a sigh.

			

			“Really, Goliath? A dispensation?”

			“They’ve allowed me thirty days counting from my birthday. Twenty-nine now. Reassign me to fires.”

			I can’t help but flex my muscles—literally. I want her to notice for herself, the Head, what I officially became yesterday: an adult. I’m no longer the horrid little brat who made her life so difficult as soon as she arrived at the School of Protection. I’ve developed muscles, and discipline, and common sense (and a lump between my ribs that I can feel with every breath), (a lump that’s not normal at all), (stop).

			“It’s on fires that I’d like to finish my final-year internship. With the other class big shots.”

			I stop myself from flinching when the Head turns her calculator towards me. She seems calm, like that, but she’s already chucked her phone at me, and I had the imprint of the dial on my forehead for days.

			“The figure you see on the screen, Goliath, that’s our budget. What’s left of it once all the bills are paid. Next to nothing. And with that next to nothing, I have to fill your bellies, clothe your asses, and treat your little injuries.”

			I stuff my artificial hands into my blazer pockets. That particular little injury was particularly costly. An industrial processing site, a workman’s overall that gets caught in the metal crusher, and that’s it: I gain my tenth life and lose two arms in exchange. The funniest thing? The Head had assigned me to works security because I was already being over-zealous in the fire service.

			“You demoted me to road traffic all year, Head. I accepted that. I wasn’t careful enough, lesson learnt. But you can’t punish me indefinitely. Not with this dispensation. Not so close to the goal. Just one more life!”

			I indicate the Wall of Shame to her, out in the corridor, through the still-open door. On it are pinned the photos of all those who have quit the school, out of weakness or through accident. A fine bunch of losers, even if there is an old friend of mine among them, who left overnight and returned to her godforsaken hole, the West-Northwest Sector, with no excuse, no pride.

			“If there’s anyone at this School who’s going to go far and rise high, Head, it’s me. Reassign me to fires, where I can be a credit to us all.”

			This time, I get the calculator chucked at me. Latest model with a built-in printer, even on a tough nut like mine, it hurts.

			But calm as ever, the Head says:

			

			“Question, Goliath: why did Instinct Administration set coming-of-age as the deadline for embracing the path to sanctification? Answer: because the people who are truly destined to save lives take it for granted, and from a very young age. Those people don’t need any such dispensation. A dispensation that, by the way, is but a consolation prize for the loss of your arms. A dispensation that they gave you, Goliath, because you specifically requested it. A dispensation that ends at the time of your exams and that will distract you from your revision. What you’ve got coming to you, Goliath, is the injury that’s one too many, the one no one can fix, and you’ll find yourself with no career prospect other than wiping the snotty noses of brats of your kind.”

			I can hear it in her voice: the emptiness. The Head never goes outside, onto the field, and here, within the walls of the School of Protection, accidents remain rare. In a few weeks’ time, after the exams, when I’ll have my diploma, I’ll be leaving with the rest of my class. I remind her of what she may no longer have once I’ve gone, a hothead to protect, and everyone knows what happens when one doesn’t regularly use one’s Instinct. The Head already has too many wrinkles for her age.

			Suddenly, I’m scared of that happening to me, too. The lump between my ribs is suffocating me.

			“The fires, Head.”

			“You will finish your internship on road traffic until the presentation of diplomas. You’ve saved ten lives, Goliath. The last life was almost the one too many for you. The Schools’ primary vocation is to enable all pupils to use their Instinct, intellectually and physically, so they can be the ideal outlet for it. We educate protectors here, not martyrs. Ten lives, that’s already very acceptable for your age. You have a reasonable file with several bonus points. Don’t spoil everything, concentrate on your revision and get your diploma. You’ll gain an excellent position at an excellent corporation with an excellent salary. You may leave now.”

			I see myself again, running like a raving lunatic in the dark. I think of the cramp in my calves, of the painkillers, of the swallowed pride, of this load of metal instead of arms, of this lump that, I’m now certain, is swelling like a tumor. And for what? An excellent position? That’s not enough. If I want to stand a chance of measuring up to my brother, that’ll never be enough.

			Twenty-nine days. That’s all I have left to save that eleventh life, that final life, to become a Virtuous in time.

			“I’d rather be a martyr than have a cushy job.”

			I may not be familiar with doors, but I slammed the Head’s hard and loud.

			 

			 

			The universe in one’s veins

			My first time.

			I remember it, obviously. A human being can forget his or her first words, first steps, first fall, but not the awakening of his or her Instinct.

			My first time was when Grandpa died. Two minutes before his death, in fact. We were all at the table, a family meal, best china, flowery tablecloth, curtains fluttering, the smell of steak and fries, and the TV at full volume, and I, well, I was flicking sauce at my big brother’s cheek. Suddenly, I knew it. Not when Grandpa’s hands clutched at his throat, not when my parents rushed over to him, knocking over their chairs. No, I knew it the moment he stuck his fork into his piece of meat, carelessly, eyes riveted on the TV. It was like an electric shock down my spine, a need so urgent to snatch it from his hands, that fork, that it took my breath away. When I finally managed to scream—in terror, anger, surprise, and joy all at once—it was already too late.

			That was the first call of my Instinct. The first death I hadn’t been able to prevent. There were others after that, not tall enough, not strong enough, not fast enough, and there was the one that was one too many, but . . . but why exactly am I thinking of all that?

			I wave my white baton in the rain to indicate to the cars to slow down, then to some pupils to cross over. My internship trainer has stuck me on the Schools crossroads again, which means four highways, two bus routes, and far too many youngsters taking their driving tests.

			Jeez, if my brother could see me . . . 

			As soon as I hear the fire truck siren in the distance, I repeat to myself that it’s over there that I should be, on the frontline with the others. I’m the best pupil in my School. Just one more life, jeez! If risking my own life doesn’t bother me, why should it bother the Head?

			Too bad for her: I have a dispensation. And a backup plan.

			I glance at the neon lights of the Saint-Monde café on the sidewalk opposite, between the tags on the sandwich store and those on the multimedia library. I try, in vain, to spot Flo behind the rain-flooded windows. She’d better be ready when I finish my shift. My plan depends on her. Which doesn’t please me, I’d have preferred not to have to circumvent the system, but it’s not as if I’ve been left any choice.

			“What you thinkin’ about, buddy?”

			Slumped on the sidewalk, with his litter-picking claw under his elbow and his garbage bag placed beside him, Quéjéfé—short for “Qu’est-ce que j’ai fait”, or “What’ve I done”—is smoking an umpteenth cigarette under the hood of his raincoat. He sucks them into his mouth whenever a Virtuous patrol comes along, and spits them back out as soon as their wagon has passed by; the inside of his mouth must be covered in blisters. He’s the same age as me, but that’s where the comparison ends.

			“What you thinkin’ about, hey, what you thinkin’ about?”

			I do my best to ignore him. Since the day I started my roadtraffic internship, Quéjéfé has felt obliged to do his own right beside me. And when I say “do”, that’s putting it too strongly. Quéjéfé is supposed to clean all the sidewalks of the crossroads, but only shifts his ass when his Instinct positively pushes him to—a can tossed out by a driver, dog mess, an ad peeled off a post, his own butts when they fall from his mouth—and even then, even the joy of giving oneself up, body and soul, to the omnipotence of the We, of just having to let oneself be carried, be guided, yes, even then, you can sense that it pains him. He has almost as many malus points in his school file as I have bonus points. His Instinctive range is smaller than mine and there’s no question of him overdoing it, he only picks up whatever lands at his feet.

			“What you thinkin’ about what you thinkin’ about what you thinkin’ about?”

			It’s common knowledge that the School of Helpfulness—a building that’s triple the size of ours—is a rag-bag. The Instinct of the helpful comprises three Instinctive sub-categories—civility, prevention, well-being—and for each of them, a whole load of sub-sub-categories exists: feeders, hosts, porters, cleaners, truck drivers, the loving, verifiers, and I could go on. I know they have quotas to fulfill, but all the same: how can they have accepted such a shirker there, in the most reputable establishment of the South Sector? His parents must have forked out. Quéjéfé brings disgrace on his Instinct, and mine, and on those of all of humanity, and, worst of all: on my brother’s.

			“What you thinkin’ about what you th—”

			“Smoking on the public highway is forbidden!” I explode. “And lift up your hood. Hiding one’s mark is also forbidden. If you want to defile the We, do it far away from me.”

			Worst luck, Quéjéfé stays.

			I bite on my whistle. Soon 5 P.M., rush hour, getting dark, rain worsening. Furious or not, I must be vigilant. My Instinctive range isn’t huge either, 7ft 10in, but unlike Quéjéfé, I’m not content with doing the minimum. I compensate as best I can with my other senses.

			I seek the accident.

			I find it.

			On the sidewalk opposite: pupils with umbrellas suddenly appear, away from the pedestrian walkway. They don’t see the car, which doesn’t see them either. I blow my whistle to warn the driver. He brakes, but his tires continue to skid on the wet asphalt.

			I drop my baton and charge forward.

			An electric-current runs through me the moment the danger is within my Instinctive field. An irresistible force throws me in front of the car. I lean on the fender with my two artificial hands, summon all my muscle, all my metal, and help the vehicle to slow down. Beyond the pain, the pleasure puts fire in my belly, like whenever the Instinct gets the upper hand. The car finally stops. Behind the back-and-forth of the windshield wipers, the driver appears shocked at what almost happened.

			As for the pupils, they surge forward safely, well sheltered under their umbrellas, oblivious of everything. I come back down to earth as I pick up my baton.

			“Don’t thank me, will you!”

			They don’t hear me. They’re all wearing personal-stereo headphones: no need to see their marks to know they’re confidants. There may be no such thing as a small Instinct, as we’re endlessly told in the theology class, but say what you will, a confidant is of no use.

			“That was a fine sight,” Quéjéfé comments when I’m back with him on the sidewalk. “Very moving.”

			I watch my ungrateful pupils as they’re already streaming through the gates of the School for Confidants. They walk in step, advance shoulder to shoulder, preppies one and all. I know, I didn’t really save them, I spared them at best a fright, at worst a fracture. Here, traffic’s never a matter of life or death.

			In the meantime, I’ve just suffered a fender in the belly: the not-normal-lump between my ribs reminds me of its presence. That discomfort is nothing besides the loss that’s already a lump in my throat. I’d have wanted more. Because saving a life, for real, not saving little confidants’ asses from a fender, saving a life is an explosion of happiness, it’s having the universe in one’s veins, it’s like catching fire, and I know all about that, having got up close and personal with infernos before being removed from fire service.

			“I’d remind you we’re not paid,” Quéjéfé spits out through a cloud of smoke. “Twenty hours of forced voluntary work a week, that’s exploitation. And you, buddy, you take it all too seriously. ‘Embrace the path to sanctification!’, so they say. Fact is, they do everything to keep it elitist. Just between friends, d’you see? Even to gain a little Virtuous badge, you haven’t just got to have saved eleven lives, no siree, got to have saved them before coming of age. But becoming a Virtuous, bud, what’d it actually change for you? You’ll think it’s not yet enough, so becoming an Angel’ll be the next challenge. And it still won’t be enough, so you’ll want to be an Archangel. And then a Throne. And so on. But even if you’re more than a Saint, even if you became a Very-High, bud, even if you’d saved millions of asses, it’d never be enough. This whole race for badges, those little Computus calculations, those crummy titles, they’re just a massive con by Instinct Administration.”

			My fist stops half an inch from Quéjéfé’s nose.

			The problem with being born to protect others is that you can’t beat anyone up. Well, in fact I could, the School Head herself has never held back, but I’d get no pleasure from doing so. And mostly, I could never do anything that would put someone other than me in danger, even if my survival depended on it.

			So I just prod my index finger between Quéjéfé’s eyes. A metal finger, all cogs and cables.

			“One more blasphemy, I swear, and I’ll denounce you.”

			“What’d I do?”

			All the Schools’ bells ring out in unison. Five o’clock, at last. My trainer arrives on the dot.

			“Nothing to report, Goliath?”

			“Next to nothing, sir.”

			“Don’t look so vexed, and be off with you. I’ll take over, see you tomorrow. And you,” my trainer adds with annoyance, dragging Quéjéfé up from the sidewalk, “got nothing better to do? Where is she, your trainer? What’s that you’re hiding in your mouth? Don’t tell me it’s banned stuff again. You haven’t received enough malus points as it is?”

			I leave Quéjéfé to his fate and cross the four lanes separating me from the Saint-Monde café.

			I push open the chewing-gum-covered door.

			The coat racks and umbrella stands are overflowing, I drop the idea of hanging up my work raincoat. The café’s floor is filthy, but just to be sure, I wipe my boots on the doormat. The din from the pinball machines mingles with the music from the jukebox; someone’s put Coco-Rudy’s latest hit on for us, yet again. To reach the bar, I have to step over pupils and card games. Sniff. They don’t just drink tea here—in any case, nothing sanctioned by Instinct Administration, and that’s despite all the framed certificates up on the walls—but considering what I’m about to do, let’s forget any denouncing.

			“For you?”

			It’s the manager of the Saint-Monde. As soon as I walked through the door, he came straight down the stairs to be ready behind the bar. Looks exhausted behind his mark. Really exhausted. Pupils that are increasingly the wrong sort are hanging around his place day and night, messing up everything in their path and not settling their slates. The hospitality Instinct, that’s definitely one I’ll never envy.

			“Two croque-monsieurs,” I say. “Tomatoes, gherkins. I’ll pay in advance.”

			“Appreciated.”

			Too bushed to get out complete sentences, the manager. Barely the strength to press the bread between the plates of his grill; a smell of burnt cheese. I can’t bloody any of these idiots, he can’t chase them away. Not using one’s Instinct often is bad for the health, but an Instinctive overdose, that does no good either.

			“You should call the Anti-Abuse squad,” I tell him.

			My order delivered, I head for the terminals at the back of the room. I wolfed my croque down in one go—a passing thought for Grandpa. I duck to avoid banging into the old terrestrial globe, on which our supercontinent, along with each Sector forming it, has totally disappeared under all the darts.

			Flo is there, perched on a high stool like a bird, face green from the glow of a videotex screen. She doesn’t turn a hair when I sit beside her and place her croque next to the keyboard.

			“Brat.”

			“Asshole.”

			Greetings exchanged, we can get down to the matter in hand. I check, with a glance, that no one’s paying any attention to us.

			“Got what I asked you for?”

			

			Flo squints. She squints all the time, all that staring at screens. Her fingers type an instruction on the keyboard. We wait. The screen downloads one line after another, mustn’t be in a hurry with a videotex. Our neighbors are ogling mosaics of naked bodies. Pixelated or not, it makes me feel uncomfortable that Flo can see them, she’s only thirteen. Though at her age, I’d seen far worse.

			“There are videotexes at the multimedia library nearby,” I tell her.

			Flo pulls a hangnail off her thumb. 

			“Not for what I do on them. Don’t go trying to protect me again, I’ve already been there.”

			Even more ungrateful than the confidants.

			Flo was almost my eleventh life. It was the middle of the year, a summer evening, at the edge of a bridge. I’ve never asked her why she wanted to do a big dive. I could have dragged her by force to the Computus office, grassed on her, got my final score and become a Virtuous before my coming of age, as planned. But no, I decided not to. When an entire society is built on the value of human lives, being labeled suicidal, that’ll put you at the bottom of the heap.

			“Look.”

			Flo shows me the screen. 3516 Lost Touch. A portal for small ads? I peer at the one Flo is pointing out to me.

			To Martha, School of Repairing in South Sector. No news from you in ages, uncontactable, get in touch with us.—Your first cousins in East Sector.

			I’m dismayed.

			“I’m paying you, and very well at that, so you can give me a good lead, and all you’ve got is . . . I don’t even know what . . . some family affair? Whom do I get to save, with that?”

			Flo tears her eyes from her screen to stare at me through all her braids. Her mark gives me the same shock every time. An orphan Instinct. There are some like that, rare, unique, unusual: Instincts with no name. Flo’s never told me what hers is, and I’ve never asked her, either. Like with the bridge, it makes me feel a bit awkward. I don’t know if she belonged to a School around here, perhaps she was never even schooled at all, but she spends her days at the Saint-Monde. On her own.

			“There are others,” she tells me.

			“Other what?”

			“Ads.”

			Her fingers flutter over the keyboard; hers are very pretty, but she spoils them by chewing her nails. If I still had my original fingers, I’d touch myself all over, just like that, to really feel my skin, my contours, have contact, and I’d prod that lump between my ribs a hundred times to check it hasn’t got bigger again.

			The screen has finished downloading:

			To Vincent, School of Accounting in South Sector. Where are you? Still sulking? I could almost be concerned.—Baptiste.

			Then another message further along:

			To Paul, School of Helpfulness in South Sector. Stop hiding and pay me back.—You know who.

			“They’re just messages to missing people, and always at Schools in the South Sector,” Flo says, before sinking her teeth into her croque. “If needed, there are still others. It can’t only be people hiding, surely?”

			I feel a shiver of excitement run through me and almost forget my lump. The call of destiny, at last! If Flo’s got it right, it’s not one life that I’m going to save.

			It’s a swarm.

			 

			 

			Those who dominate 

			The School of Inspiration stands well away from the rest. Enough, at any rate, to make me have to get the bus. My timing’s tight. Sports training, morning classes, afternoon internship, and exams in three weeks, all that doesn’t leave me much spare time. I asked my internship trainer if I could leave my post on the crossroads earlier to revise.

			Instead of which, I’m on this bus. Standing.

			I gave up my seat for the grannies who think that four-thirty is the dream time to go shopping in the Schools neighborhood. The sun, low in the sky, is filtering through the tagging on the doors. I have red, green, and yellow all over me.

			My stop; I get off.

			The School of Inspiration is imposing. Not showy like our crossroads neighbors back there, with their electric razors and lockable toilets, no, this place is a notch above. Windows everywhere, plate glass everywhere, the buildings seem to be made entirely of glass, and not a single tag anywhere, if you please. Like a foretaste of the Very-Highs’ skyscraper.

			I try, here, now, above all, not to think of my brother.

			I’m checked twice by Virtuous patrols before being able to enter. I’m even made to fill in an entrance form.

			“No longer than an hour,” I’m warned.

			Too much glass in the hall, too much light, too much effervescence. Everyone’s wearing a tie, pupils togged up like teachers. They’re studying in groups at large, transparent tables. A videotex per person, but look: there’s dialogue going on, debate, exchanges, collaboration, it’s WE in capital letters, putting my minuscule “me” in its place.

			Many have eyes that shine, fired up by an Instinct that reveals secrets to them of which I’ll never have the merest notion. It’s here, between these glass walls, over generations, that were born computer terminals, synthetic fertilizers, biofuels, anticontamination door handles, and mustard glasses depicting the Saints. No Wall of Shame for them, no failure, no one quits. And all those “I” and “II” badges on those lovely suits! Without leaving their glass fortress, these little brainiacs have gained more points with a single innovation than I could ever gain with all my muscles. The people who are truly destined to save lives, the Head would say, take it for granted, and from a very young age. The Very-Highs, those of today and those of yesterday, have always—absolutely always—been the inspired. And then it’s said that all Instincts are equal.

			Enough said.

			I take the elevator—made of glass, too, hey, might as well—and go up to the bedrooms. Yes, bedrooms, one per person, that’s also the School of Inspiration to a T. Fourth floor. Corridor to the left. All these doors, feels like a hotel. Three of the inspired, sitting in a work lounge, frown when they spot the Protecting mark on my face. I can’t help being impressed by their marks. I feel assessed. Don’t think of my brother, don’t think of my brother, don’t think of my brother . . . 

			I’m hoping, as I knock on the door of room No. 42, that my contact is worth the effort.

			“Come in.”

			A gentle voice, like on the phone yesterday.

			Carpet, lampshade, and flowery wallpaper: the room is worse than I imagined. Through the window, an amazing view of the sea and the skyscraper of the Very-Highs (I cross myself), blazing in the sunset.

			Well, that’s if you can actually access the window. A monstrous structure, made of plates and bolts, takes up all the space, as far as the ceiling. I haven’t the foggiest what this thing represents—a giant molecule? A prototype rocket?—but it doesn’t make one want to get close to it. My contact is perched on a stepladder, fixing two thingamajigs with an assembly wrench.

			“Ah, Goliath, right? Baptiste. You’re more punctual than I am. I’ll be with you in a jiffy. Grab a drink, make yourself at home.”

			That’s likely to be tricky since I’ve never had a home like this. I take a soda, acting like it was perfectly normal to see a mini fridge in a bedroom. On the can, the haloed logo with the usual twaddle: “This product has been sanctioned by Instinct Administration. To be consumed in reasonable quantities. Eat healthy and do sport. Your life is sacred.”

			I sit on a chair that also seems to have been hand-screwed, and I wonder if it’s up to supporting a strapping fellow like me.

			“What are you working on?”

			From the top of his stepladder, Baptiste winks at me.

			“No idea. I had a vision, I’m giving it form as best I can. Don’t have the DIY Instinct, me. But when it’s finished, then we’ll know what it is and what it’s for.”

			That’s how the We works. The inspired conceive, the makers build, the repairers fix.

			I notice the sketches on the coffee table: those of Baptiste’s initial vision, whispered by his Instinct. I’m well-placed to know how it works. I’ve seen loads of diagrams of the sort appearing from the pencil of my bro . . . stop, don’t think of him. Stay focused.

			I’m losing patience:

			“Hey, I don’t have all evening.”

			“I’m coming, I’m coming.”

			Baptiste finally drags himself away from his model. He’s about to shake my hand, thinks better of it when he sees the gear that serves as my arms. As he sits on his bed, his maxi-shoulder-padded suit hangs loose on him, as does his long curly hair. For all I know, he came of age longer ago than me. He’s not very tall, but going by his mark, his Instinctive range is huge. All the inspired see very far, see very big.

			He studies my artificial hands with an expert eye.

			“Nice.”

			“Okay.”

			I can’t think of anything else in reply. What does he think? That I made them myself? I get the feeling he’s expecting me to point at the model and give him a “nice”, too, but more than anything, I hope he’s bolted it securely enough. Not sure we’d survive if it fell on us.

			“Let’s talk about your ad,” I suggest to him.

			“Yes, let’s.”

			

			“So. You lost contact with your pal Vincent six weeks ago.”

			“Seven now.”

			“He studies at the School of Accounting.”

			“Studied. He didn’t return to his classes, either, so they expelled him for absenteeism.”

			“And before that, did he often skip School?”

			Baptiste crosses his long, supple arms. Is he made entirely of cream or what? I try to imagine his face at eleven years old, the day he got his mark. I bet he blubbered to his mother, the little inspired one. Me, I didn’t shed a tear.

			“Vincent never missed a lesson, at first. He was psychorigid. Like all calculators, you might say.”

			“‘At first’,” I repeat. “And later?”

			“Later, dropped out.”

			I stifle a snigger. I have little enough respect for our wimps on the Wall of Shame who quit classes at the first hurdle. So, a future administrator . . . 

			“That amuses you, Goliath? Then you’re too quick to judge. The psychological pressure and competition are extreme at his School, they’re not allowed to make the slightest mistake. Not to mention the nasty tricks they play on each other, unworthy of any community. Vincent missed one class, then another, then yet another. He started to hang out in places . . . well, that were dodgy. I was his only friend. I tried to help him out of this bad patch, even thought he was going to pull himself together. And then, from one day to the next, nothing. Radio silence between us.”

			Baptiste explains all this to me in his very gentle voice, and very proper language. He keeps checking his model out of the corner of his eye, lovingly, as if fighting the desire to make it even bigger. I don’t find him particularly grief-stricken, for someone who’s lost his best friend.

			Am I really too quick to judge?

			I judged Flo, yes, stuck to her videotex, perched on her bar stool, with her badly washed braids, and I suddenly wonder if she’s been under too much pressure, too, and if that’s why she ended up on a bridge. I judged my old friend, yes, her, too, after she returned to her godforsaken hole in the West-Northwest Sector without telling me. Quéjéfé, my Head, the confidants, it’s true that I judge them all.

			And I judge my brother. Every day, I judge him. And I judge myself through him.

			

			Baptiste takes my soda can, in his well-mannered way. 

			“I’ll open it for you, one second.”

			He’d seen that I was struggling with my thick robotic fingers. Underlying his gentleness, I sense something that I know well, seeing as I’m not short of it myself. The feeling of superiority.

			“And did you try to contact his parents, Vincent’s?” I ask.

			“Died of illness. His father of a stroke, his mother of leukemia. No brother, no sister, maybe a vague uncle somewhere or other. He didn’t have it easy.”

			“Right.”

			Naturally, the lump between my ribs takes its chance to remind me of its presence. Hadn’t thought of it for a while, and then it takes just one word—illness—for me to feel it swelling again. I empty my soda can. Tasteless, like all the fake sweet things sanctioned by Instinct Administration. At least it won’t give me diabetes—amen to that.

			I have a think. I dedicated all my breaks to carefully going through the press archives in the library. If Vincent had pulled the bridge trick on us, there’d have been a body and that would’ve been the end of it. No, no, it isn’t suicide. And it doesn’t seem like running away, either. 

			So, what? What happened to him?

			And what happened to Martha? What happened to Paul?

			In one week, I’ve got through a good many cards in the phone box at my School to investigate those three. Untraceable. They’re all pupils from around here, on a slippery slope, isolated, far from home, not long come of age, short on family, short of means. Easy prey.

			But for which predator?

			“This is Vincent.”

			Baptiste hands me a photobooth printout. Eight versions of him, alongside a guy who never looks straight to camera. Baptiste is ruffling his hair, pinching his cheeks, biting his ear. It confirms what I already knew. In life, there are two categories of person: those who are dominated, and those who dominate. Baptiste is a dominator.

			“In case you might have caught sight of him,” he explains, indicating the photos. “The School of Accounting and the School of Protection are virtually side by side. Vincent and you were kind of neighbors.”

			He musters an affectionate smile that I don’t like. I’m not Vincent, me; no desire to let myself be dominated.

			“Never seen him. Or if I have, I don’t remember. His Instinct, did he have a particular specialty?”

			

			I ask the question while staring at Vincent’s face in the photos. The mark of his Instinct—like all such marks—indicates his category (calculating) and his sub-category (industrial application), but nothing more. Maybe there’s a link there with his disappearance.

			“Algorithms,” Baptiste tells me, with a hint of condescension that didn’t escape me. “For computer programming, or something like that.”

			I hand him back his photos.

			“And before vanishing into thin air, he didn’t mix with a certain Martha? Or a certain Paul, perhaps?”

			“He didn’t mix with many people, as I explained to you. And I myself don’t know any Martha or Paul.”

			Fine, fine. It would’ve probably been a bit too easy to establish a link between my three untraceables. I’ll have to keep digging.

			“I put out that ad to find Vincent, and it’s me who’s answering your questions. I know you didn’t know him,” Baptiste says with a chuckle, anticipating my response, “you were clear about that on the phone. What I’d like to know is why you’re all interested in him?”

			“All? Who’s that, all?”

			“You and the other one, of course.”

			“Which other one?”

			I’m staggered. Baptiste shakes his head with a smile that I like less and less.

			“Answer me first. Why are you, personally, looking for Vincent?”

			“Because I believe your friend Vincent has got big problems.”

			Baptiste hears that without flinching, comfortably seated on his bed, still with his dominator’s smile. Does the predator of the untraceables have the same smile?

			I add:

			“And because I’m going to save him.”

			I refrain from adding “before the end of my dispensation,” which wouldn’t be in the best taste. Only it’s still ongoing for me, that countdown. If I save that life afterwards, I’d get all the Computus’s congratulations, but not a chance anymore to be sanctified. And that, bro, that mustn’t happen.

			“So?” I persist. “Who is this other person who’s looking for Vincent?”

			“A pupil, like you and me. Not a particularly remarkable girl. But quite friendly.”

			“What name? Which School?”

			

			“You speak too loudly, has no one ever told you?”

			Baptiste is already climbing back up his stepladder, wrench in hand. I sense he’s disappointed. Which is nothing compared with how I’m feeling. It really hacks me off to have competition, and what’s more, competition that’s a step ahead.

			“Her name!”

			I know that with my appendages, I must avoid abrupt movements, particularly when close to a rickety construction, itself close to a window. My Instinct kicked in the second I leapt from my chair. And sure enough, I crashed into the model. There’s the shock, and then the cry, and then the fall. Just enough time to throw my body over Baptiste’s to protect him.

			Then a deluge of bolts and glass.

			 

			 

			The breakages

			“Goliath, dear boy, you’re a work of art.”

			No need to see the face of the healer to know that he’s making fun of me. His tweezers extract shameful expletives from me. Is he deboning my back or what? I avoid looking at the tray on which he’s placing all that he’s removed from my body. A mish-mash of iron, fibers, shards, and blood. It’s mainly the blood that disgusts me. Pure juice out of me, not a drop of Baptiste there.

			Into the garbage can, my blazer.

			“Admit it, you missed me.”

			“Have pity, doc, stop this massacre.”

			“Oh no! Let me make the most of it. It so happens that you, my dear, well, I’ve missed you. Look out, this is going to sting.”

			I holler when the disinfectant touches me. He’s getting his kicks from me, our healer. His Instinct is guiding his tweezers and cotton swabs, and I know how happy he is at this precise moment. The absolute in action. I felt the same as the model was falling on me; it was only once Baptiste was out of danger that the pain came to the fore. I ran away like a goddam idiot, didn’t even wait for my bus, I ran, I was in pain and I ran, all the way to the School of Protection I ran, all the way to the infirmary bed, on which I curled up in a ball.

			Jeez. To think I was proud of finally becoming an adult.

			There’s no door to the infirmary. Fish smells, loud belches, and farting contests: the cafeteria nearby imposes itself on us. Oh yeah, no doubt about it, we’re not at the School of Inspiration here. Little girls in bandanas, who’ve just left the table, whistle at me as they pass the infirmary. The sight of my blood makes no impression on them whatsoever.

			“Did the big baby hurt himself?”

			“Does he want a candy bar?”

			I’m naked, I cover myself with what I can find. They’ve seen it all in the dorm, but still.

			“Clear off!”

			They just give me the finger.

			I catch sight of my reflection in the infirmary’s cracked mirror. It’s true that I have the mug of a thug; the sort who hide their mark under a triple layer of makeup. Personally, I’ve never concealed my mark, but close as I shave, much as I’d like to look good in every way, something tainted, like a contained rage, seeps to the surface; a need for revenge that I myself can’t fathom the cause of. Revenge on what, hey? On my brother?

			“There you go, dear boy. All done.”

			I’ve got dressings all over my back. The healer tries to catch my eye. Now that his Instinct is ebbing away, even if there’s still a hint of joy at the corner of his lips, he looks upset.

			“I meant it. Avoid dying, please.”

			“It was an acci . . . ”

			“It’s always an accident. You don’t have to justify yourself to me, but be careful. In the name of the We.”

			I shut my trap. Because yes, even if he isn’t a protector like me, even if no Instinct will ever seem as honorable as mine, I have respect for him and his mark. He saves lives differently.

			He’s not alone, I think to myself as I clench and unclench my artificial fingers. If there weren’t exceptional Instincts around, capable of producing and repairing prosthetics as sophisticated as mine, I wouldn’t be able to save anyone anymore.

			I wouldn’t be able to save either Vincent, or Martha, or Paul.

			“Doc?”

			“Goliath.”

			“If I had . . . a thing. That isn’t normal. You’d tell me?”

			The healer doesn’t seem at all cheerful anymore.

			“Where?”

			I show him the lump between my ribs. Without my T-shirt, under the ceiling light, it looks weirder than ever.

			“You’re in perfect health, Goliath.”

			

			“You couldn’t prod it to check?”

			He sighs. I can see I’m annoying him a bit, and I get that because I’m annoying myself, too. I thought I was tougher.

			“You know how it works, Goliath. If there was any aspect of your body, your cells, that was taking a turn for the worse now, I’d be obliged to remedy it right away. A nasty-looking mole and I’d have it off you, using a spoon if necessary. So, dear boy, if I tell you that your flesh is healthy, it means it’s healthy.”

			The lump seemed to instantly shrink between my ribs. Doesn’t hurt anymore; can’t see it anymore. How pathetic to have needed to hear those words again, already repeated a hundred times, to finally feel reassured.

			I don’t remain that way for long. The cafeteria next door has gone quiet, and for good reason: the dreaded bang-bang of the Head is echoing down the corridor. With a few strikes of her walking stick, she invades the infirmary.

			“I received a most instructive phone call.”

			As proof, the Head shows me the receiver still in her hand. The coiled cable, ripped from the phone in her office, dangles like the tail of a pig. Her protective Instinct doesn’t apply to objects.

			“It would seem that a member of our School visited a member of another School. A visit that ended very badly.”

			I panic. Not expulsion, not now!

			“It wasn’t on purpose, Head.”

			“Oh, right, that’s fine then, all’s well, sorted.”

			She’s too calm. If I reveal everything to her now—the small ads, the three untraceables, my theories—the investigation will be handed over to pros, the real thing, and I’ll gain not a single life. I tell myself that it’s too early to mention it, that I need proof, but it’s my guilty conscience that I’m trying to convince.

			“I’m really sorry, Head.”

			“I couldn’t care less. They’re not lodging a complaint, they’re suggesting an amicable arrangement. So, for me, Goliath, there remains but one question: who’s going to pay for your breakages? Because, between a shattered window and the demolition of an end-of-year project, the bill is sure to be steep.”

			“I’ll pay.”

			“Of course you’ll pay. And not only out of your coin purse. I want a report that will appear in your file. A confidant is being sent here. He should arrive (the Head peers at the watch on her wrist) . . . ten minutes ago, in fact. He must already be waiting for you. He will listen to your version of events, so it’s up to you to make it the least ugly possible.”

			The Head moves closer to me. Her prosthetic leg is denting the infirmary’s linoleum, and I suddenly feel exposed on this medical bed, skin bare, back raw. I’m wondering, between her stick and the receiver, which she’s going to hurl at my face. Behind her, all the pupils in the cafeteria have swarmed over to stick their noses in. As for the healer, he’s cleaning his instruments.

			“A report, Goliath, you know what that means? A malus point. The withdrawal of all your bonus points. And consequently, the cancelation of your damned dispensation. You just needed to keep a low profile until the exams. Ten lives to your name, a diploma, a fine future guaranteed. Not heroic, granted, but respectable. As is your wont, you made the worst choice possible: you went solo. So now, stop offending the We and face the music on your own. Go straight to the visiting room.”

			The Head turns her back on me, and that back hurts me more than my own. I’d have preferred a good slap.

			As I pull on some spare trousers and a sweater, I forbid myself from doubting myself. I doubt all the same. A malus point in my file! The Head’s right, jeez, I’ve ruined everything.

			It’s because of the competition. That pupil that Baptiste mentioned: knowing that she was encroaching on my territory, it made me beside myself with anger. What business is it of hers, that one? Why is she interested in Vincent to start with? She’s probably already found them, him and the others, to the extent that they really needed to be found, and I’ve put myself in the shit for nothing.

			I drag myself to the visiting room with feet of lead.

			Two chairs, one table, no frills, the only luxury is having a door. I never come here because, to be honest, I don’t get that many visits. In short, the visiting room isn’t my territory. I feel uncomfortable entering and uncomfortable sitting down, hands in pockets, head bowed.

			Let’s be done with this.

			The confidant is plugging in his videotex, the foldable model, to write the report.

			“Just one moment.”

			I glance up. My mistake, the confidant’s a girl. She still has her headphones on, but I can hear the music from her personal stereo because it’s at top volume. A synthesizer, I think. She sits down on her chair, very straight, neat bangs, spotless nails.

			They’ve sent me the class grind.

			Not the sort to ignore the pedestrian walkway, she wasn’t among my ungrateful pupils of the other day. And yet, it’s her I’ve got it in for. Cushy behind her videotex, behind her well-cut bangs, behind her ill-concealed curves, behind the mark of her Instinct, an Instinct that will never push her to put herself in danger for anyone.

			In life, there are those who are dominated and those who dominate. This girl, it’s me who’s dominating her. Even if I’m at the mercy of what she’s going to type on her keyboard, she’s at the mercy of whatever I’ll tell her. According to her mark, her range is between 13 and 20 feet: I’m sitting within her Instinctive field. For as long as I’ll speak to her, she won’t be able to avoid listening to me, on and on and on, to the end of the night, if I so decide, and tough if she’s dying of exhaustion, tough if I spout horrors to her, she’ll have no choice and will listen to me until she’s overdosing.

			With a click, the confidant switches off her personal stereo. The cassette stops, the synthesizer put on pause. She removes her headphones and looks deep into my eyes.

			Not the look of someone dominated.

			“So. You are implicated in the event that took place today at 5:04 P.M., at the School of Inspiration, room No. 42. Correct?”

			Her tone makes me tense. It’s not calm like the Head’s, not gentle like Baptiste’s, I don’t know what it is, in fact.

			“Yup. Correct.”

			She quivers as soon as she hears my voice, under the effect of her Instinct, then crosses her hands.

			“When your School contacted mine, for your report, I volunteered to come.”

			“What the hell do I care?”

			She doesn’t let this throw her. Across the Formica table, she slides a form that she’s dated and signed.

			“‘According to the Anti-Abuse law established by Instinct Administration, it is forbidden to say more than ten consecutive words in the presence of a confidant, unless that confidant gives their consent’,” she recites to me. “This form is my written authorization. I am here to listen to you, take all the time necessary. What actually happened?”

			I smirk. I spare her no detail: the grannies on the bus, the traffic jams, the brand of soda I drank. I speak a lot and I speak loudly. I make my account as long-winded as I can. A look of curiosity intensifies in the confidant’s eyes, enforced by her Instinct. Obviously, I keep Flo’s small ads to myself.

			Finally, I shut up, out of breath. In the end, I tired myself out first. She uses the silence to write everything down, word for word. She’s not an idiot, the smug girl, now she’s going to ask me why, exactly, I was over there.

			“Didn’t conform to standards, that model,” she says to me instead.

			“What?”

			“The pupil you were visiting. His model didn’t conform to standards. Prototypes of that size aren’t allowed in the bedrooms, there are designated places for them.”

			She looks at me over her videotex. Definitely not the look of someone dominated. And yet, not the look of a dominator, either.

			“It’s for him to pay for the damage, Goliath, not for you. You won’t get a malus point. I’ll make sure of that.”

			I could fall off my chair. I wrecked that model, what, two hours ago? How does she know that it didn’t conform to standards?

			I twig.

			“The other person who came to question Baptiste . . . that was you.”

			Carefully, she switches off her videotex, unplugs it, closes it, and still that way of sitting straight on the visiting room’s rickety chair, of tucking her hair neatly behind her ears.

			“My report is sent. Whatever is said between us from now on is no longer official in nature. But not here. Elsewhere. At the Saint-Monde? Tomorrow evening?”

			She smiles. Has a lucky gap between her front teeth. I completely lose myself in that gap.

			“I believe that you and I, we’ve put our finger on the same murky affair. My name is Claire.”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			THEM

			Seven years earlier

			 

			“January! Really! You’re finally calling now?”

			“Do you allow me to exceed ten words?”

			“You’re silly. You know very well there’s no need over the phone. And you don’t need to ask me permission anyhow.”

			“When you say that. And say it like that. It’s even worse.”

			“Worse how?

			“That you’re so far away, Claire.”

			“Hey, it’s you who left for the South Sector.”

			“I had to. My father, you understand? Had to put some distance. A lot of distance.”

			“I was teasing, sorry. It’s the first time we’re talking on the phone. Feels weird.”

			“The Very-Highs gave me permission, but they told me to be careful whom I call. And particularly to what range I call.”

			“They’re right. Are you happy over there? With them?”

			“I don’t see them that much, you know. But they make sure I never lack for anything.”

			“You don’t feel too lonely?”

			“Less than when I lived with my father. The skyscraper’s ginormous! Inside, you’ll see, it’s like a town within the town. Normally, you have to be at least a Saint to get inside it, but they make an exception for the docile.”

			“Nice one. I saw the skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the North once. A very, very long time ago. And from very, very far away. We were in the car with Mom.”

			“Yes, but with the Very-Highs of the South, you can see the sea through the windows. The sea, Claire! I was even able to go to the beach, can you imagine? A beach full of people! A Saint accompanied me, just in case, but with the helmet I’ve been given, I’m super protected.”

			“You’re tempting me.”

			“Come.”

			“Aha, so you use the imperative now, do you?”

			“I’m serious. Leave the North-Northeast Sector. Join me. As soon as you’ve finished your year.”

			“Mom already stresses out when I turn at the corner of the road, so the South Sector, at the other end of the supercontinent!”

			

			“Tell her that here, the School for Confidants has a good reputation. Tell her that here, confidants have the real prospect of a future. Oh, and crucially: tell her that Avril has already enrolled here.”

			“Avril? She’s enrolled over there? In the South Sector?”

			“I persuaded her. And she persuaded her parents.”

			“I can’t believe she didn’t let me know. She lives nearby!”

			“Maybe she was waiting for the right moment? The two of you always made a dynamic duo. You’re not going to quit now, hey? You only have a very basic file to present.”

			“You influenced Avril to influence me.”

			“You’re free to stay over there. But if you come . . . ”

			“If I come what, January?”

			“As soon as we’re adults, cross my heart and hope to die, I’ll marry you.”

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			I’m listening to you

			There are no voices at the School for Confidants. There are footsteps like pianos. Doors like percussion. Headphones like drumbeats. All those Post-its that brush against our fingers like bows. I grew up in this silence that’s so unsilent, grew up in it and sometimes, in the depth of the night, eyes staring at the ceiling of my room, lips vibrating from the harmonica, like at this very moment in time, I feel like biting into it. So not a single crumb remains of it.

			My carpet goes “thump, thump.”

			Okay down there, don’t lose your rag, I’ll drop the harmonica. I open my cassette drawer. All C90s, 45 minutes per side. Baroque, disco, symphonic, blues, liturgical, pop, and, of course, my guilty pleasure, the complete collection of Coco-Rudy. I’m not the only one in the boarding school to have a fave artist; at least, for confidants, a recorded voice doesn’t trigger the Instinct. I slip some jazz into my personal stereo, some headphones over my ears, a dressing gown around my pajamas. In any case, it’s not as if I could sleep. All set for the nocturnal stroll around the corridors. The walls are spattered with guitar, the ceilings with saxophone, and despite that, I can still hear it. The silence. The silence at night is more hunger-inducing than that during the day. I go down—in the elevator—to the vending machines on the ground floor. I fill up on sugar and salt; only reduced, sadly, the real junk food is only sold on the sly. I take the chance to grab a new pair of foam pads for my headphones; we can help ourselves for free at the School.

			Feel like talking. To someone. Anyone.

			Him, mainly.

			I take up my position at the usual window. Sitting on the sill, candies in mouth, music in ears. In the distance, the Saint-Monde flickers in the dark. It’s not the café that interests me. It’s the sidewalk.

			A light winter rain moistens the window. The traffic lights dribble, the Schools crossroads is a trickle. Even at the busiest time of day, the urban polyphony doesn’t get through our double glazing, and even if it did, it wouldn’t get through our own music. Being a confidant is to remain stuck between two foam pads.

			There’s a pupil at our School who forgot, once, to check his batteries. A small group of us had gone to a party organized at the workshops of the School of Making . . . or was it the School of Repairing? Whatever. The personal stereo of that pupil stopped working mid-party. I remember it, I was in a corner, apple juice in hand, headphones over ears, watching all those teens dancing slow while nattering, and could hear none of it, and felt distant from them, from their music, and was thinking of returning to my dormitory. So, the personal stereo of that pupil stopped working. I saw him suddenly go rigid, as if electrocuted. Too many voices all at once. I’ll never be able to forget his expression: a collision of happiness and suffering. The Instinctive overdose. No one noticed a thing, busy flirting, joking, jabbering, while he couldn’t move anymore, eyes dilated, listening to all that could be listened to against his will. I had to help get him out of there.

			Certain Instincts are harder to bear than others, but confidants aren’t the worst off. I knew someone at the School of Helpfulness, a feeder with a range of 220 feet, who couldn’t stop himself from giving his meals to all the local homeless people. He almost died of hunger. And yet, if there’s one thing I’ve understood, with my senses, with my flesh, not merely because it’s been repeated to us since forever, it’s that the Instincts all—absolutely all—have their place in the full score of the world. I listen to it every day, that human symphony. And as soon as I detect a bum note, I feel like correcting it.

			I check my watch. 4:14 A.M. Here he comes, on the dot for his jog.

			His shadow passed across the neon lights of the Saint-Monde like a blink. I press my cheek to the glass. I struggle to follow him to the bend in the road. He’s already disappeared. He doesn’t run, Goliath: he charges forward. And he charges alone.

			The first time I came across Goliath running like this, earlier than any protector at his School, was a year ago, during another episode of insomnia. Since then, I try to be there whenever he runs past, without him knowing. His solitude attracts mine, but is that having enough in common?

			Will he accept?

			I’m seething with nervousness. I almost asked him the question yesterday, but it would have been too soon, too hurried. And the last time I hurried, we know how it ended (yes, January, I’m thinking of you, particularly when I no longer want to). Patience, patience. I’m nobody to Goliath. I’m nobody, period.

			This evening, yes, this evening I’ll ask him my question.

			I go up—in the elevator—to get ready. I slip into my fishnet stockings, my checked skirt, my leather boots. I dedicate more time to brushing my teeth than dressing myself. There. My smile is ready. I push my tongue between my front teeth. Butter wouldn’t melt . . . 

			

			I still have some time before the bell goes and I already know where to kill it: in the room opposite mine. Lucie’s room. They’re leaving it open, as if there were no longer anything inside to justify closing it. And yet, everything’s still there. The cupboards are full of clothes, books, and cassettes. Full of Lucie. Apart from her wallet, her belongings stayed where they were. I resume my search. I lift the carpet, feel around under the furniture, run my hand over the walls. I swing my flashlight around everywhere. Dried toothpaste in the washbasin, a loose hair on the pillow. Nothing I haven’t already seen during my last visits. What was I expecting, frankly? A farewell letter? To whom would Lucie have written it? Certainly not me.

			I hear the bell through my personal stereo. The dormitory is stirring, the others get up and get dressed. The silence is barely less silent.

			Ravenous again. I go—in the elevator—to the cafeteria. Between the high, red-concrete walls, the tables are crowded with pupils bent partly over their breakfast, partly over their revision, headphones on. Going from dictionaries to decafs, notebooks to cocoas. No one speaks to anyone at the School for Confidants, as a matter of principle. We exchange Post-it notes and learn to write very small.

			I listen to them with my eyes. Luc and Noé are side by side, giving each other a manicure: reconciled. Fanny looks better than yesterday: rested. Joe is swinging on his chair to the rhythm of his reggae: revived. With exams approaching, I spend my evenings handing out aspirin and paper hankies. Many don’t know my name, but me, I’ve got to know them, these classmates, I can distinguish the melody of each I within the concert of the We, and previously, that was enough to make my heart beat like a metronome.

			Until the bum note that was one too many. Lucie’s empty room.

			I sit in my usual place: opposite Avril. On the table, someone has carved with a knife: “Confidants don’t save lives, but they improve them.” I try to catch Avril’s eye, but, no surprise, can’t. Seriously focused, and with serious shadows under her eyes, she’s buttering some bread beside her applied-theology textbook. She doesn’t get enough sleep either. Last week, it was the textbook I saw her buttering.

			She has a figure like a flute; I look more like a cello. And she’s finally come of age.

			I pick up the thrum from her personal stereo, over and above my own jazz. Avril got into heavy metal at fourteen, and has never got out of it since. A thunderstorm in the ears from morning to night, maybe to compensate for her Instinctive range, the widest of the entire class. Avril would merely need to pick up a conversation from the other side of the lecture hall, and she’d no longer be a free agent.

			All the same, she should look after her ears, as the supervisors are forever telling her. Becoming deaf, for a confidant, is condemning oneself to a premature death. 

			Avril doesn’t like to be interrupted when revising, but I can’t hold back any longer. Need to talk. With or without a voice. Just talk. I stick a Post-it right in front of her:

			“No news from Lucie.”

			A twitch of the lips, brief as a dotted eighth note, but Avril neither stopped frowning nor looked up at me.

			Reply in red pen:

			“No shit, still on about that?”

			“Her mother’s very worried.”

			I highlight my very, but it doesn’t move Avril.

			“Mother a junkie—Lucie an adult—chose to quit.”

			Avril pushes the irony by drawing me a heart instead of a period. Lucie chose, really? She used to hug the walls even tighter than me. We lived under the same roof for years, were in the same lecture halls, without my remembering anything about her except an enormous pair of glasses.

			I finally reply, for want of anything better:

			“I missed something.”

			Avril screws up my Post-it, throws it into her empty mug, and stands up, clutching her tray.

			I lip-read:

			“We’re class reps. Not cops.”

			I switch to the other side of my cassette. Time to go to lessons. This morning, like on every first Thursday of the month, a representative from Instinct Administration, with his halo pinned to his suit, comes to check our cards and photograph our marks. Messy hair or excessive makeup means an automatic malus point and suspension. Expulsion in the case of repeat offenders. The representative then serves us his traditional speech on behalf of the Very-Highs—listened to religiously by the confidants—with the same conclusion:

			“You are the ears of the We. We have your trust just as you have ours.”

			I think of the bum note. Whom could Lucie trust?

			We put our headphones back on and return to the curriculum. Driven by the informing Instinct, our teachers write that day’s lesson up on the board. They never speak to us, the We writes for them. At the other Schools, most of the teachers have an Instinct that dictates the lesson orally, in one go, with no repetition, and apparently, one has to really concentrate so as not to lose the thread. At our place, apart from the laboratory where we’re shown videos of trials for our shorthand lessons, everything is always done in writing. And if someone in the class asks a teacher a question by Post-it note, there’s great suspense. Either the hand takes off on its own and answers with energetic flourishes of chalk. Or then the teacher just blinks without the slightest idea of what’s being asked of him or her. It depends on the We.

			To my right, Avril is conscientiously ticking the boxes on the multiple-choice questionnaire on Instinctive law. She has lowered the volume of her heavy metal to avoid getting a sermon; she’ll put it back up as soon as the supervisors are far away.

			The Post-its are accumulating on the Formica desk we’re sharing. They’re only requests. Could we move Monday’s lesson forward? Ask for an extension for tomorrow’s essay? Organize extra shorthand training? Get permission for the endof-year party? Many with “please” underlined three times.

			I agree to everything, to everyone, always, even if my name doesn’t appear on any Post-it. We’re two class reps, but it’s of Avril that services are asked and it’s me who carries them out. I fill in the forms; she signs them. It’s always been like that between the two of us: a tacit agreement since time immemorial. Avril, top of the class. Avril, future clerk of court. Avril, promising career. Me, I’m that girl beside her, kind of pleasant, always average grades, who thinks of changing the TP in the restrooms, but of whom people retain only a vague memory.

			I smile. I’d like to say that it suits me.

			Afternoon is when we do our intern hours. I lingered in the cafeteria, I arrive late at the Office for Complaints of the Schools, though it’s attached to our building. Our trainer taps his watch disapprovingly. I settle down at my work station. Behind the soundproofed glass separating us, Avril is tapping away at her videotex. Suddenly, she stops: the complainant is talking again. Avril’s Instinct, when in action, relaxes her frown and lights up her face. We’re neighbors room-wise, in the cafeteria, the lecture hall, and these cubicles. Where we grew up, in the North-Northeast Sector, we were already landing neighbors. She never looks back at me when I look at her. Like soap, Avril’s eyes; the harder I try to grip them, the more they slip away from me.

			

			I switch off my jazz, take off my headphones, invite the first complainants to sit down, and smile at them:

			“I’m listening to you.”

			They tell me. I record and I send. A bike theft. I record and I send. A water leak. I record and I send. An abuse of Instinct. I record and I send.

			On my desk, as on every confidant’s desk, a plaque warns: “The Office for Complaints authorizes you to exceed the statuary ten words, but don’t abuse that.”

			I put my complainants at ease, I don’t count the words. Most of them are pupils younger than me, lacking someone to talk to. Little by little, tongues loosen. Heartbreaks. Money shortages. Family worries. Those I don’t record and I don’t send. When I move my videotex aside, tuck my hair behind my ears so they’re at their sharpest, look as deep as I can into the complainants’ eyes, put myself on their wavelength, people finally talk to me. Not really to me, I’m not naïve, but all the same, it counts. My most real experiences at the School for Confidants have been here, between the glass panels of this cubicle. A confined space full of the infinite. I ask questions, define problems, suggest solutions. The complainants keep coming. They leave a little soothed, sometimes. I correct as many bum notes as possible.

			I didn’t correct Lucie. 

			I didn’t correct Vincent.

			I didn’t correct Martha, Paul, Anne, Samuel, Thérèse, and Joachim.

			And as I put the videotex keyboard away, at the end of the day, I wonder if Avril isn’t right. I’m a class representative, not a cop. Who do I take myself for?

			“You.”

			I shudder. I’ve put my headphones back on, but haven’t had time to switch on the music. Our intern trainer at the Office for Complaints has sat down inside my cubicle. The complainant’s chair. Dismayed look. The waiting room is empty, Avril already far away.

			“I’m Claire.”

			“Irrelevant. You’re doing it again. You advised them.”

			“Yes.”

			“You mustn’t. You record and you send. Period.

			Our trainer isn’t a confidant himself—the calculating Instinct—but he scrupulously respects the ten-word quota so that I’m free, at any time, to put an end to the conversation by switching on my personal stereo. Which pupil would do that to their internship trainer?

			“If people take advantage, you must report it.”

			“They don’t take advantage. I choose to listen to them.”

			I shouldn’t talk about choice. The trainer knows as well as I do that there isn’t any choice, once Instinct is involved. He crosses his legs. His trousers reveal his socks. Hand-knitted socks.

			“For every complaint you deal with, Avril processes eight.”

			He looks so solemn, the trainer, it saddens me. Since his wife left him for an Inspired man, he makes me think of a contrabassoon. He’s telling me off, I shouldn’t feel sorry for him, but there you go: hand-knitted, his socks.

			“Confidants are not made for sanctification.”

			He observes a long pause, for the quota, then adds:

			“But all the same, you’re sadly lacking in ambition.”

			He leaves. My eyes follow him. My ambition isn’t quantified by administrative grades, or by existences saved. So what if no one remembers my name. No, my personal ambition is inscribed on my guts, it wakes me up at night, it pushes me forward every day. And that’s why, cop or not, I am going to go to my meeting and correct the bum note that perhaps, this time, will reveal my own music.

			Outside, it’s dark and still drizzling. I position my hood so as to protect my personal stereo without hiding my mark. I tackle the Schools crossroads. Watching out for the lights and the patrols. When your head’s full of jazz, your eyes need to be everywhere.

			Goliath is waiting for me under the neon lights of the Saint-Monde. My shoes skid, I almost crash into him.

			He’s soaked.

			Furious.

			There.

			 

			 

			Which instrument?

			The Saint-Monde, like every establishment that even remotely respects the measures imposed by Instinct Administration, has its own privacy booths. Two, in fact, hidden behind the pinball machines and plastered with stickers. The first one is full of squatters, who turn wild-looking faces at us when we open the door. A whiff of dope. The second is taken by a couple who are smooching too much to notice us. A flash of flesh.

			Goliath is shocked. He gets the supercontinent’s South Sector on the head when he bumps into the terrestrial globe, punctured with darts, as he follows me to the bar.

			I find myself thinking that the Saint-Monde might be a necessary cacophony. When I was little, there was that harp that my mother hadn’t been able to restore. Her only failure to this day. Strings too tight for too long; the instrument snapped in two. Pupils are like harps. The natural pressure of Instincts and academic pressure of the Schools break fragile wood. At the Saint-Monde, all the strings loosen up.

			Except those of the manager.

			He casts an exhausted look at Goliath and me as he charges down his stairs. Dreadful, those stairs, steep, with narrow steps, barely space for the feet, no handrail to cling to, they put me into a cold sweat . . . come on, now is no time for an attack of climacophobia.

			I quit thinking about the stairs and focus on the manager. I ask him by Post-it if he could free-up a booth for us. “I booked one, paid in advance.” He apologizes feebly with his head—looks like an old bandoneon—and I lip-read:

			“Impossible.”

			Of course. His uncontrollable sense of hospitality prevents him from doing so. This manager is swamped by a crowd who consume nothing and make everything dirty; a crowd that never diminishes. He’s had no time off since forever. Held hostage by his own customers and his own Instinct, obliged to rush down his horrid stairs, day and night, the moment a newcomer crosses the threshold of his café.

			Goliath loses patience.

			He clears out both privacy booths, grabbing hold of collars, jabbing at the sign: “Reserved for confidants” (oh, funny, someone’s crossed out “confid”.) I can’t hear much through my jazz. Don’t need to. Goliath hurts no one, but his eyes are screaming.

			Which instrument is he? Electric guitar?

			“Jeez! It’s going from bad to worse here! I hope for your sake that you’re not making me waste my time.”

			That’s what he comes out with the second I take off my headphones. Gives me a start. The privacy booth is small; too small for Goliath, with his massive body, cumbersome arms, booming voice. Takes up a whole banquette. He avoids leaning back, seems his back is still painful. He’s kept his sopping-wet hood up.

			Which instrument? Bass drum?

			I put the teas I bought at the bar on the table between us, which is covered in ripped stickers. Plastic cups and stirrers. When I slide my bag down to beside my feet, I come across a condom wrapper; open. For pity’s sake.

			I smile.

			“Thanks for coming.”

			“Okay. Right, I’m listening, Carole.”

			“Claire.”

			“Claire, okay. You asked that we talk here rather than in the visiting room. Because you had some info on my untraceables. That’s what I’m here for, so tell me.”

			Goliath doesn’t respect the ten-word quota. The possessive, my, touches me. His untraceables? I like it. It’s better than “reported missing.” Sounds more alive.

			I stare at him through the steam from the teas. At his hands, mainly. Not for what’s artificial about them; for what’s astonishingly human about them. I feel nervous. Goliath is pretty well-known around here, even if he can’t really be described as popular. Once or twice a year, his photo appears in the Schools’ magazine, always with the same caption: “Foolhardy maybe, but not brave.” The usual saying, “brave maybe, but not foolhardy,” reversed. The accident that cost him his arms did cause quite a stir.

			But me, I know Goliath in a different way. I’ve been observing him for a long time. Whenever I couldn’t sleep, I’d be glued to the windows in my dorm and watch him running, season after season, in a heatwave, through strong winds, under driving rain, always with the same dogged determination in every stride. It became a ritual. Sometimes, I even set the alarm clock so as to position myself in time at the window and see him running furiously in the dark, without ever being noticed by him. To encourage him—to encourage myself, too, I suppose.

			When I discovered that, like me, he’d been nosing around at Vincent’s friend’s place, I took it as a sign.

			I smile.

			“I’m doing my internship at the Schools’ Office for Complaints. The manager of the Saint-Monde calls us every week. And although we send him the Anti-Abuse squad and the squatters leave, they just return as soon as the Virtuous have gone. And yet, not that long ago, the Saint-Monde was a very prestigious theological café. Famous inspired people came here, and they all respected the opening hours.”

			“How about you get straight to the point?”

			Goliath’s gruff voice makes me quiver every time. I move the stirrer around. The ceiling lightbulb dances on the surface of my tea. Goliath’s has spilled over. His mechanical hands crush the cup, I should’ve asked for a mug.

			Which instrument?

			“You don’t like bum notes. The flaws in the system,” I correct myself, noticing the start of a grimace from Goliath. “We didn’t have time to go into it yesterday, but . . . but I believe . . . ”

			I push my hair behind my ears and look at him. Eye to eye. Finally being able to talk. To talk to him. I eat my fear the way I eat the silence.

			“I believe we’re the same.”

			Goliath turns to a poster pinned up beside him. “Suspicious behavior? Call our demystifiers!” It isn’t the poster he’s gazing at, it’s me he’s avoiding. I sense he’s insulted.

			“We’re not the same. So, that info?”

			I don’t know what I was hoping. What I do know is that, very quickly, I feel very alone. And yet, I smile. Years of training, Miss Good Front.

			“It was five months ago. A complainant at the Office who was looking for her niece. Anne. A pupil at the School of Helpfulness. She’d told her aunt over the phone that she was going away for the weekend with friends. Never returned to class.”

			“Friends . . . ”

			He’s skeptical, Goliath. Immediately put his finger on the false note.

			“Nonexistent, yes. The aunt checked. Anne was close neither to her classmates, nor to her teachers.”

			“Like Vincent.”

			“Yes, like Vincent.”

			“The aunt?”

			“Went off annoyed. She needed Anne to sign a document. To do with an inheritance. In short, nothing particularly caring.”

			I have another sip of tea. The booth isn’t as sound-proofed as it should be. The din of the pinball machines, bass notes from the jukebox, and hubbub of voices all penetrate the door, but nothing intelligible. It’s borderline legal, but it does me good, hearing all those almost-voices.

			Speaking again. Finally speaking. Listening and being listened to.

			“There was also Lucie, a confidant studying at our School. Came from a complicated family. Always alone in her corner. Bottom of the class, she only scraped through each year. One morning, at roll call, she wasn’t there anymore. We’ve had no news of her since.”

			Goliath leaves the poster to return to me. There’s rivalry in that attention.

			“How many’ve you got?”

			“Untraceables? Anne is my first, but it’s Lucie who set my alarm bell ringing. I discovered the others by rummaging around. With Vincent, I’ve got eight. All of them pupils who are doing badly, are unable to integrate, and have recently come of age. And you? How many?”

			Goliath’s prostheses grate. He doesn’t answer. I’ve insulted him again. Must have discovered more of them than he has.

			Which instrument?

			“And you? Have you come of age, at least?”

			His question catches me off my guard.

			“Er. Almost.”

			“You should leave these things to the adults.”

			He tells me that with a barely stifled smirk, as if we were in competition and he’d won that round. For all I know, he’s barely come of age himself, but hey, whatever, if he wants to play at that game . . . 

			“I tried to bring it up with my intern trainer and our School head,” I tell him. “To them, it’s no big deal. These untraceables are runaways. Bad stats for our pass rate. They’re hiding because they’re ashamed.”

			They fascinate me, Goliath’s real false hands. So much so that he shoves them into his pockets. 

			“There’s something in that,” he admits.

			“Except that I don’t believe it and neither do you. One, fine. Two, at a push. But eight?”

			I hesitate. To what degree can I say what I think? If I reveal to him that I suspect the Instinct Administration of deliberately hushing up the affair, how will he take it? Goliath is a hothead, but I’ve watched him running for long enough to know that his sanctification really matters to him.

			I opt for caution. Always caution.

			“Up there, they’re not keen on acts of malevolence. They’re a stain on High Instincts. But I think that Lucie, Vincent, Anne, and the others need help.”

			Goliath eyes my switched-off personal stereo.

			“That’s it? You’ve got nothing more?”

			“Let’s join forces.”

			It was supposed to be a question—the question—and it came out like a declaration. What a silence, suddenly, in the booth! A silence full of pinball machines. Inedible, that silence.

			Goliath simply asks:

			“Why?”

			I keep smiling on the surface, but under the table, can’t stop rubbing my hands against my checked skirt. They’re seriously clammy. I give the impression of being on top of things, but in reality, my heart’s in my boots.

			“If we’re right, the danger is real. The closer we get to the untraceables, the riskier it is. Together, we’re more . . . ”

			“No,” Goliath interrupts me. “Why do you, personally, want to help them? And why do you want to do so with me?”

			This time, it’s me that’s full of pinball machines. My smile has got stuck. I purse my lips hard and push my tongue between my two front teeth. I fill the gap.

			Goliath leans forward. I see his mark in close-up, a mark that tells me everything about his Instinct and nothing about him.

			“A confidant listens. A protector protects. You’re not destined to save lives, me, I’ve got ten under my belt already. I have a dispensation that gives me twenty-one more days to become a Virtuous. You know how it works with the Computus. Their gradings, their weightings, all that. A life equals one point. If we were to work together and save just a single life, we’d get half a point each. Sorry, but I don’t share my heroism with someone with a cushy job. All the more if I don’t know what’s going on in her head.”

			I’m feeling increasingly alone, increasingly rapidly. I fill the gap between my teeth. It’s going to happen again. It’s happening. Goliath, our table, our cups, the personal stereo, the posters, the banquettes, all that’s contained within this privacy booth is receding, except it’s me who’s slipping away, without moving my ass I’m slipping away, I’m both here and slipping away, everything remains except me, everything but that, like falling down the stairs.

			Must concentrate.

			On the—my—fingers.

			On the—my—fingernails.

			On the—my—skin.

			Until I’m back in the booth, there once more, myself once more. A depersonalization attack: hadn’t happened to me for ages. Goliath didn’t notice a thing. He pushed his hood back, passing his hand over his head; his close-cropped hair scrapes the mechanism.

			

			He curses, at length, crudely, then: 

			“Thanks. For Baptiste and his model. For saving me from a malus point. It was your initiative, I asked nothing of you and owe you nothing, fucking nothing. But thanks.”

			He indicates to me to put my headphones back on, places a banknote on the table, for the teas, and extracts himself from the booth, one shoulder after the other, muscle by muscle, before slamming the door.

			Once Goliath is gone, I stare at the empty banquette.

			Which instrument?

			 

			 

			I, too, am feeble

			Clarinette. That’s the name my mother would have liked to have given me. Instinct Administration refused. Come, come, dearest madam, let’s be serious, one doesn’t baptize a child, who might be called to sanctification, dearest madam, might be a future Saint, your child, dearest madam, might even be a future Very-High, who knows, the greatest Instincts sometimes come to us from the humblest innards, in short, dearest madam, come, come, let’s be serious, one doesn’t baptize a child as an object. My mother was really offended. In her eyes, nothing is less of an object than a musical instrument.

			What made me think of that? Oh yes. The reeds.

			They’re twice as high as me, as I move along the canal. Their feathery heads tickle the morning. It’s from their stems that clarinet reeds are made. An inch upon which the tone will depend entirely. Whenever my mother orders a box of them, over there in the North-Northeast Sector, she trims them herself to the same refrain:

			“For a single playable reed, nine discarded.”

			Well, Mom, here’s how it is. I’m one of the discarded. I put on my loveliest smile to hide from the world—even if the world couldn’t give a toss that I’ve just spent the night biting my pillow. I didn’t go to the window to watch Goliath running this morning. He’s succeeded where all the others failed, even January, and yet, January, here’s the thing.

			He offended me.

			Here I am at the old harbor. The tar rubs against my roller skates. The wind pushes against my leggings. The air is bright, the sun, too. The seagulls’ cries penetrate my personal stereo. The sky smells of salt, the market smells of shrimp, the town smells of Saturday. In the distance, beyond the red concrete of the buildings and the trees on the flat roofs, the skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the South is shrouded in the sea mist.

			Large posters disseminate the slogan of the Instinct Administration:

			 

			ME IS NOTHING. WE IS EVERYTHING.

			 

			People are standing in line for the latest epic movie starring I can’t remember who in the role of the Very-High. Jeez, I’m dying to sit in a cinema, a real one, with people talking gibberish between two mouthfuls of popcorn, people having fun or feeling bored, people who pass commentary before, during, and after the screening. Movie projections are laid on for us in the auditorium of the School for Confidants on Friday evenings: hardly anyone goes and talking is strictly prohibited. Worse than a library.

			I weave between the passers-by, up early to answer the call of their Instinct. I must give. I must warn. I must make. I must repair. I must do the accounts. I must heal. Their marks form a moving mosaic. Even the children who aren’t old enough to be marked: daddy and mommy have, as usual, painted on their sweet little faces so each one knows what his or her Instinct is. Everything around me is so eurythmic, I could almost forget about the existence of the bum note.

			And yet it’s that very note that got me out of bed at dawn, when I was finally about to drop off. Like some premonition. I checked my message service on videotex—six minutes for it to load. The email was there.

			I’m responding to your message on my answerphone. Your matriculation number, please.

			I racked my brain. I’d left several messages on answerphones. The untraceables have few loved ones—that’s what makes them so hard to find, in fact—but whenever I managed to get hold of a phone number, I tried my luck. The email this morning is the only one I’ve received since. When I acknowledged receipt, giving my matriculation number, the person immediately replied to me. A videotex addict? He or she gave no name: nothing but a postal address.

			I check my map. Cross the flower market, go around the bus station, back up the boulevard, take the second avenue on the right, then the last road on the left.

			It’s here. An old complex of apartment buildings. The car park has been scalped of half its tar. An ancient tag that’s as spectacular as it’s incomprehensible—doubtless babble classified as “Instinctive heritage”—runs across all the façades like a multicolored howl.

			I shouldn’t have come here, not this far from my School, in unknown territory, not alone, not without him, without being him. It’s Goliath who’s the hero. But maybe it’s because I am just me that I go anyway.

			No entry phone. I detach the skates from my boots and stuff them in my bag. I push open the door to building D.

			A man and a woman in white suits and ties are standing in the hall. Demystifiers. They turn towards me. I smile at them; they don’t smile back. It’s not the first time I’m encountering some, far from it, they’re all over the place, but I still feel a slight urge to piss myself.

			They’ve handcuffed an old lady. The music from my personal stereo drowns out their voices, but I notice the fake sales-rep suitcase they’ve confiscated from her. It stinks of trafficked products not approved by Instinct Administration. Strong spirits, filterless cigarettes, or, worse of all, peanut butter.

			Above the mailboxes in the hall, a poster reminds visitors of the sixth Instinct Principle:

			 

			ABUSE OF AN INSTINCT IS A CRIME.

			 

			My heart is pounding more than my music is. I press the lit-up button of the elevator. Several times. Even in such circumstances, I can’t handle the stairs.

			The elevator arrives. A hand is placed on my shoulder. I turn around—don’t stop smiling. One of the demystifiers hands me a Post-it. There’s nothing to fear as long as he doesn’t ask me any questions (and without a mandate, he can’t) (he can’t do it, Claire, he can’t.) Their Instinct only reacts to lies if they’re said out loud. I read the Post-it note. Stamps, batteries, sponges, tampons . . . A shopping list. Mine. Fell out of my bag when I put the skates into it.

			“Thanks.”

			I can’t hear my voice; my music is at top volume. The demystifiers drag the old lady outside, while the elevator door closes in front of me. My mind goes completely blank before I can remember the floor number.

			They weren’t there for me.

			Of course they weren’t there for me.

			Why, frankly, would they have been there for me?

			

			In the mirror of the elevator, a ghost. A former version of me I thought was in the trash can. Quick, a spray of deodorant, quick, a brush of the hair, quick, let’s wipe away the sweat, reset the smile. I stare at my mark. The mark of who I am today, who I decided to be the moment I was admitted to the School for Confidants, the Claire who eats up fear instead of being eaten up by it.

			I think back to Goliath’s two “whys” that I didn’t answer yesterday. Why me and why him? Avril never asked me such questions.

			I arrive at the correct floor, in front of the correct apartment. I don’t get time to ring the bell before the door opens. Detergent-coffee-soap-turps: I breathe all that in at once, except there’s no one in front of me.

			“Hello?”

			I still can’t hear my voice, but no confidant worthy of the name would switch off their personal stereo before having a visible interlocutor.

			“Right, well, I’m coming in.”

			I walk one step inside. The apartment is smaller than small: a single room that serves as a bedroom, sitting room, kitchen, and, going by the easels, studio.

			I swivel round. A woman is flattened behind the still wideopen door. Clinging to the doorhandle. Her mark speaks for her: she’s a helper specialized in civility. And more precisely, going by the situation, a doorkeeper. As soon as I’ve crossed the threshold and her Instinct has fulfilled its duty, she wearily closes the door behind me.

			I’ve seen people tested by their Instinct before, but rarely to this extent.

			My sympathy is instantly total, totally instant, I don’t know her, this door opener, but I’d like to hug her tight, absorb her entirely, retune this broken music, retune myself, through it. First, we must calm down.

			I smile just enough.

			“We exchanged messages on videotex this morning. Claire.”

			The woman gives me a look that’s at once sharp and solemn. I push my headphones back, around my neck, exposing my ears. I make sure she can see my own mark. A way of indicating to her that she now has as much ascendancy over me as I have over her—even if, let’s be honest, I have the advantage. And since that doesn’t seem to be enough for her, I offer her my card with my matriculation number.

			“Béatrice.”

			

			Finally, her voice: a bit nasal, a bit cracked. A damaged oboe. This time, I can place her. Béatrice is the adoptive sister of Samuel, the one-before-last untraceable to date, a pupil at the School of Healing. I’d struggled to get hold of Béatrice’s number and every time I called, she never answered. I don’t understand why she didn’t identify herself on the videotex, it would have avoided me imagining all sorts.

			She opens and closes the door again with repulsion, then perches on the very edge of a sofa-bed.

			She must be fifteen years older than me, and fifteen kilos lighter, a body swallowed up by a very long black sweater; she has protruding eyes that almost never blink, and, most noticeably, far too many lines: the premature ageing of those who don’t use their Instinct enough.

			A coffee pot is spluttering on her stove. I interrupted the preparation of breakfast.

			“May I?”

			With a nod of her head, Béatrice says I may.

			I open a cupboard. The empty shelves shock me a little, but I don’t show it. On the low table, I set out two cups for us, milk, and a few biscuits in sachets found in a drawer. I take some croissants out of my bag, bought for myself on the way; not very legally, I admit, they’re the real thing, all butter. Always have a croissant on you.

			“You replied to my call on your answerphone. Concerning Samuel.”

			“What d’you want?”

			The wording could seem aggressive. The tone isn’t. Béatrice is sizing me up. She takes a bite of one of her biscuits, but doesn’t touch my croissants.

			“Just to know where he is. And if he’s okay.”

			“Why?”

			Great. Just when I’m managing not to think about Goliath blowing me out, it comes back to slap me in the face. Why ask why? And how can I answer that question totally honestly?

			I smile and dodge it with another question.

			“You’re wary of me?”

			“I’m wary of everyone.”

			Her eyes probe me and, suddenly, it’s as if I were seeing myself through them. A smile, good manners, a mere façade, and nothing, ever, that’s personal: no wonder I make people feel ill at ease.

			“I have a phobia of stairs.”

			“What?”

			

			Béatrice looks at me with bafflement. I surprise myself, but plow on regardless:

			“When I was little, I had a really nasty fall. Since then, they terrify me. Takes me three hours to walk up simple steps to a front door. It’s called climacophobia.”

			I’ve never told that to anyone; not even Avril, and yet it was on the stairs of our childhood apartment building, up there in the North-Northeast, that everything took a tumble.

			Béatrice’s shoulders relax under the big black sweater.

			“He was adopted. I didn’t like him. He made no effort. He didn’t speak, he didn’t listen, he played alone in his corner. He was feeble, so feeble . . . ” 

			Béatrice has a laugh that isn’t a laugh. She sums up Samuel to me as if wanting to be done with it, quickly.

			I listen to her all the more attentively.

			“I didn’t really try, either. I was doing hotel management training at the time. My parents turn up with a kid who could have been my son. I wasn’t the type to play big sister. Tonton, my uncle, on the other hand, became besotted with him. He’d split his sides laughing, like an idiot, whenever Samuel poked a finger in his belly. Until the day that it hurt him. That’s how we discovered that Tonton had something nasty on his liver. Too late. Samuel’s Instinct can detect cancer months before the lesion appears on X-rays, but that we only realized afterwards, when an identifier explained it to us. If Samuel had just bothered to make himself understood, we could have saved Tonton. He stayed, what, three years with us? He had loads of host families.”

			I’m captivated by Béatrice, by her cracked-oboe voice, by what she’s telling me, and particularly by what she isn’t telling me. She smells of soap.

			Her eyes bulge even more.

			“Oh, sorry. I’m not respecting the word quota. It’s just that I never speak to confidants. Your way of being attentive. Makes one feel like . . . I don’t know. You have a fine Instinct.”

			The compliment affects me more than I’d like. I think it’s rather that Béatrice has remained alone for too long. I glance furtively at the green screen of the videotex, left switched on in a corner of the room. Steep telecom bill coming up.

			“Don’t worry about the quota. I came to talk to you of my own accord.”

			Béatrice downs her sugarless coffee with big gulps that must burn her throat, then shows interest in the headphones around my neck. I forgot to turn the thing off; one can just make out the miniature voice of Coco-Rudy. The prodigy has just landed the title of Throne for having saved his 10,001st life via his foundation, The Call of the We. To think he’s exactly my age. A voice to die for, barely human, my great adolescent fantasy, but hey, come on, I’m not the first or last to have gone crazy about that particular Instinct.

			“And him?” Béatrice asks me. “That’s still a voice all the same, isn’t it? Does hearing it not have any effect on you?”

			“Not when it’s a recording. And even if it were live, as long as the person speaking or singing stays out of range, a confidant’s Instinct doesn’t get triggered. Have you seen Samuel again since he left your family?”

			Béatrice purses her lips.

			“When he’s broke. Which happens often to him. He rolls up at mine again to scrounge a banknote off me. Calls me ‘sis.’ The nerve, really. He knows I’ll never be able to stop myself from opening my door to him.”

			I stir my sugar. Whatever Béatrice says, I can tell she’s already opened her wallet for him, too. And that’s got nothing to do with Instinct.

			“When was the last time?”

			“Not sure. Four months ago? Five? And since then, nothing.”

			“Samuel came alone? Or with someone?”

			“Sometimes with someone. But mostly alone.”

			I grab my bag and take out eight faces. Enlargements of class photos. The quality isn’t great, I’ll admit, their features are as blurred as their marks. I line them up on the table like tarot cards. Samuel, Anne, Paul, Lucie, Vincent, Thérèse, Joachim, and Martha.

			“With one of these pupils perhaps?”

			Béatrice barely looks at them.

			“Don’t think so. Are they at the School of Healing, too?”

			“No, that’s the thing. They belonged neither to the same class, nor to the same club. None of them. They resemble each other without knowing each other. And this year, they’ve all vanished into thin air.”

			Béatrice definitely isn’t interested in my photos. It’s on me that her big, bulging eyes are focused. They’re shiny as her coffee.

			“What are you trying to do? Help them? Save them, perhaps? What are you hoping? To become a Virtuous? A confidant has never saved anyone. And anyhow, one can’t save people from themselves. I’d like to say that I’m worried about Samuel, that I’m sorry he’s dropped out of lessons. I’m not. He’s just feeble. Incapable of making an effort. He’s an adult and vaccinated, don’t you worry about him, now. One of these days, he’ll be back knocking on my door to cadge money off me.”

			I put my faces away. So, I’m no further than when I arrived.

			“Right. Why invite me to your home then?”

			Béatrice stiffens again.

			I sense that something’s going on. Something else, with no connection to Samuel, but something all the same. From my chair, I look at the paintings on the easels. All disharmonious. All unfinished. And that videotex no one bothers to switch off anymore.

			“You were telling me that you did hotel-management training.”

			A simple remark on my part, but Béatrice grasped the allusion. She fiddles with the sleeves of her sweater, shapeless from being washed too often.

			“Left my job. Couldn’t play doorkeeper anymore.”

			I empty my cup. Keep quiet. Create a space where Béatrice feels free to tell her story; or doesn’t, but I hope she does.

			She says nothing more.

			“Thanks for having me.”

			I clear away our cups. Béatrice holds me back by my hood, almost timidly.

			“Claire.”

			Hearing my name, particularly from that oboe, shocks me. It’s me, really me, she’s talking to. It almost saddens me to feel such joy at that.

			“I’m feeble, too.”

			I stare at Béatrice. I listen to her with every inch of my being.

			“I’ve been opening doors ever since I was old enough to reach the handles. My room, our house, hotels, restrooms. As soon as someone indicates the intention of entering somewhere, I have to open for them. I’ve always had it repeated to me that it’s a fine and good thing, not something that’ll save lives, hey, not something that’ll get me onto the path of sanctification, but a fine and good thing, all the same. And I believed it. I believed it for a long time. You’re so young, Claire, I’m not sure you’re going to understand me. Maybe you’re even going to denounce me.”

			Béatrice closes her eyes. Her eyelids are all wrinkled.

			“One evening, I opened my door to someone. Someone who didn’t deserve it. Whom I didn’t know. Who made me.”

			The sentence stops so abruptly, it leaves a weighty period between us. As unfinished as those paintings. I suddenly wonder if I deserve to have heard all that preceded that period. I came here to correct a bum note, and I discover another one, and I feel silly with my croissants, and remain stock-still in the middle of this diminutive apartment.

			No. It’s not to Claire that Béatrice is speaking. It’s to my matriculation number. To the girl who works in the Office for Complaints. I know full well that all this doesn’t come within my remit. I’m just a mere intern. The jurisdiction of the Office concerns only our Schools, it doesn’t apply here.

			I know this and I say:

			“I can help you to register a complaint.”

			Again, that laugh that isn’t one. Béatrice seems to realize, in turn, that she’d expected of me something I can’t fulfill for her. It’s obvious to me that she regrets having responded to my message.

			“What’s the point? What’s the point of having High Instincts if they allow evil to enter? What’s the point of taking us all for saviors? What are we saving, hey, apart from appearances?”

			I can find no answer. I really try, but do no better than for Goliath’s whys. I regret that she regrets. I think of my mother: “For a single playable reed, nine discarded.”

			From my bag, among the croissant crumbs, I root out a card for the Anti-Abuse squad of the South Sector. I hand it to Béatrice, I smile, apologize, thank her again, then close the door behind me.

			I’m feeble, too.

			 

			 

			The murmur of the crowd

			It took me some time, but I finally decided to ring the number.

			“It’s me.”

			Me. The most elementary word, the one most swiftly acquired vocabulary-wise, but all the same, whenever I say it, it seems like a joke (and not a very good one at that.)

			Through the receiver, I hear a thud, footsteps scurrying away, a door flying open, and Dalila’s voice bursting out:

			“Drop your piano! It’s your daughter!”

			I gaze out, through the glass of the public phone booth. A silent sea. The booth is soundproofed, as the law demands. The shore stretches out before me, below the promenade, a lateafternoon beach on which people seem weightless, rears in the sand, eyes on the water, trousers rolled up to the knees, for as long as their Instincts aren’t pushing them to do something else. 

			Dalila’s footsteps scurry back to the phone. She picks up the receiver.

			“Permission to exceed the ten words?”

			Typically Dalila. That direct question, even though she knows she doesn’t need to ask me it when I’m on the phone and we’re separated by thousands of miles. In the past, she’d ask me it every morning as she pulled off my comforter. That hyperactive woman made me grow up using bursts of dynamite.

			“Granted.”

			“My legs are driving me crazy! Just last Thursday, it hit me mid-aerobics, had to leave all-my-old-folks-in-the-lurch . . . it was my session for the retired, I hold four a week now, honestly, no-thing-but-foss-ils . . . anyhow, I left them in the lurch and rushed straight to the forest without even putting on a hat—these legs leave me time for nothing—because you must know it’s snowing here, snow-ing-ev-ry-day . . . anyhow, I ran hatless to the forest and, as usual, hadn’t the foggiest idea what I was doing there, no-in-struc-tions, ran beyond the ponds, couldn’t go on, I swear, I’ll never get how it can do so much harm and good at once, but then, as-the-say-ing-goes: all Instincts lead to the We . . . anyhow, my legs finally stopped and there, right before me, at the foot of an oak tree . . . ”

			Dalila catches her breath. I grab the chance to pop another coin in the slot. She costs me a lot, Dalila, phone-wise, with her staccato delivery stuffed with dashes. In the sea, I count three caps. The hardcore swimmers, summer and winter alike, competitive grandads, princes of the dip. On the beach, children galop around, fall down, build ramparts, defy the waves, play at make-believe.

			I’m the same. I play at make-believe.

			“At the foot of the oak tree, a walker!” Dalila continues, breath caught. “A poor man, freezing cold, one degree from hypothermia. He’d left the footpaths and somehow managed, wait for it, to-sprain-both-an-kles . . . anyhow, as ever, my Instinct had led me to the right place at the right time. But all the same, wouldn’t have minded a smaller range. Six thousand-three-hundred-and-fifty yards, when you’re over forty, is-far-too-much. Emergency services told me to go to the Computus to ratify that life, but you know, I’ve given up impressing your mother with all that malarkey. I’m long past the age for sanctification. And how about you? Ag-es-sincewe-heard-from-you! Tell me all: the South, the sun, the sand, the studies, the sex.”

			

			“I think you’ll need to help Mom.”

			“To do what? Oh, yes.”

			I hear the thud of the receiver on the table, Dalila’s heels clattering quickly down the stairs—the famous, the accursed stairs. She’s very helpful, and not only in the Instinctive sense of the word. Dalila is a courier, literally, a runner with an extensive range; her Instinct can send her left or right, and it’s only once she’s arrived that she understands why it did so, but anyhow, even when it’s resting, she’s the first to leap up to help. I have to put lots and lots of coins into the slot before her footsteps finally come back up. My mother’s footsteps, more reserved, are superimposed on them. An Instinct in action cannot be interrupted. Because of me, Dalila dragged her from her piano by force—and when I say “by force,” it’s no exaggeration, best to have strong muscles.

			“Hello?”

			The receiver slips, my hands are clammy. Why do I get into such a state as soon as it’s that particular voice?

			“Sorry, Mom. It’s not as if I haven’t tried calling outside your opening hours.”

			“The Instinct’s not really bothered about opening hours.”

			“How’s it going in the workshop?”

			“A recalcitrant piano.”

			“And what’s new in the North-Northeast Sector?”

			“Nothing, it’s all old.”

			Over there, way over there, at the other end of the supercontinent, you have to cross several forests and several mountains before reaching the ocean. An ocean that’s always gray and always cold, so I’ve been told. When I arrived at the South Sector, as soon as I’d got off the train with Avril, rock music in my ears, stunned by the heat, dragging my new big suitcase while looking for the right bus stop, I got a shock when I saw the sea for the first time. A blue rectangle between two red buildings. I thought it was a wall of water.

			My mother is also a wall, in her own way.

			“Happy birthday,” she says. “A month early, but then, who knows when you’ll contact us again.” 

			“Oh. Um. Thanks.”

			“Not easy getting hold of someone in a boarding school that doesn’t allow the phone.”

			“Yes, they’re pretty strict about silence. I wanted to call you sooner. But you know, with the time difference, it isn’t always easy.”

			

			“You chose the South Sector.”

			There’s clattering through the receiver, a kettle whistling. Mom’s making herself some tea. I can visualize the phone cable stretching as she tries to reach the cupboard. Her Instinct has a small range (around four feet), so she no longer feels the pull of the out-of-tune piano downstairs. And yet I detect an unacknowledged bad mood just from her movements.

			“Did you receive our card, from Dalila and me?”

			“Yes, yes. Sorry, I didn’t reply to it.”

			“You’re not obliged to do anything. You’ll soon be an adult.”

			I’m sweating, really sweating.

			“Soon your exams.”

			“Yes, soon.”

			“Take it easy, all the same.”

			I can guess at the words behind her words. Only revise what’s necessary to get your diploma, don’t excel in any subject, no bonus points and, most importantly, keep far away from Instinct Administration. My mother accepts pretty much all my choices, as long as I respect our rule.

			“And after?” she asks. “After the diploma?”

			The sun breaks through the glass of the booth. Like a sudden burst of warmth. It comes back to me: the reason why I kept putting off making this call. My mother’s after is almost as bad as Goliath’s whys.

			“Right, well, the thing is, I’ve thought . . . ”

			“One moment.”

			I hear Dalila shouting, “I’m off to the skating rink!”, my mother saying, “Don’t forget your bag!”, and then the door slamming.

			“She’s gone,” my mother explains.

			Okay. No more need for make-believe.

			“I’ve asked to be posted here. In the South Sector.”

			Well, well. That came out more easily than I’d expected.

			So steady, my mother’s breathing when she disapproves! Breathing honed on the most demanding instruments. I can hear everything through the receiver. I hear the lips pursing, the lashes not moving. I hear the cup of tea on the kitchen table, even hear it getting cold. I hear the radiator, the parquet floor, the furniture, the paintings, the cushions. I hear Avril’s family watching TV on the other side of the landing. I hear the staircase that still gives me nightmares. I hear the workshop on the ground floor. I hear the out-of-tune piano, the restored violins, the stilled strings, the sleeping brass instruments. I hear the icy streets that I hated to love, the amusement park that I loved to hate, and, far in the distance, bordering the town, I hear the forest hibernating. The ears of memory.

			I put another coin in the slot. My mother’s silences cost me more than Dalila’s words.

			“A diploma without bonus points, that means a decent post. A small salary, sure, but a permanent position after a year. I’ll soon be looking for an apartment.”

			My mother clicks her tongue.

			“That’s all ad hoc. Ever since you followed Avril, everything’s been ad hoc, time and time again. I quite understood that it was over with January, even if I prefer not to ask you the reason. But why stay in the South Sector if it isn’t for him, this time?”

			I’m sweating more and more, but I drop neither the subject, nor the receiver.

			“It’s for me. And it’s under control.”

			“The more people you encounter, the more risks you take. And where you are, there are many, many people. And thus, many, many demystifiers.”

			No, no, no, I don’t think at all about that handcuffed granny in Béatrice’s building.

			“And the identifiers?” my mother continues. “Do you sometimes think of them? They’re rare, sure, but the probabilities won’t always be in your favor.”

			“The crowd makes me invisible. And anyhow, Mom, there are people, too, in the North-Northeast Sector. There are the neighbors. And there’s Dalila.”

			I instantly regret saying this. I have nothing against Dalila. Yes, it’s true, I did struggle at first. I threw it in her face that she wasn’t my father, maybe because a part of me, deep down, would have liked her to be; he, at least, knew. But Dalila, she was like fireworks among our silences. Even if she knows nothing about our past, she made my mother smile again. In a way, it stopped me from sinking into mortification after my father’s departure—a departure for which I’m half responsible. Only half, but I banish quick-quick-quick the other half from my thoughts.

			My mother takes a deep breath.

			“I can’t tell her. Not her. Not that.”

			That. That’s what we call it between ourselves. My mother never made me feel guilty about a thing, so why do I always feel indebted for everything? I can tell that now, right away, she’d like to return to the tuning of her piano. I’m jealous. Not of the piano; of my mother. Of her ability to restore accuracy where there no longer is any.

			At the other end of the line, a sigh.

			“I wasn’t able to make you happy.”

			Oh, the sucker punch. The kind only a mother can mete out on you.

			“It’s not for you to do that, Mom. It wasn’t for January to, either.”

			I stare at some pigeon shit on the glass of the booth. I don’t like thinking of the before. Or of the after. Or of the why. I really have very few certainties. But I know two things. The first is that I absolutely mustn’t, ever, on any account, go backwards; it would be like falling down the stairs once again. The second . . . 

			“Do as you like,” my mother suddenly says. “As long as you respect our rule.”

			Our rule. The agreement that makes us, my mother and me, complicit in the same lie. The law that prevented our lives from toppling over, along with me, on the stairs.

			“I won’t attract any attention. Just as I never have.”

			“I look forward to your next call.”

			We hang up at the same time. Partners in crime before being mother and daughter. And yet I have the feeling of having added a lie to the original lie. The untraceables. Everyone tells me to drop the whole affair—Avril, Béatrice, the hierarchy, even Goliath, Goliath and his whys—but I cling to it all the same. I’m playing with fire. Because the untraceables, they’re my second certainty. Their absence obsesses me. And the less the world cares about their fate, the harder I think about them. They help me to exist. For the moment, anyhow, but that already means so much.

			I put my headphones on; I take them off and put them back on again several times, brushing against their foam pads. For once, just once, I’d like to leave my ears out in the air and fill myself with noises, with no musical screen, in direct contact with the world, the cars that roar, the waves that murmur, and all those mouths that talk.

			I switch on my cassette, leave the phone booth, look for a bench to put my skates on. There’s movement all around. Passers-by hurrying along the promenade, drivers getting out of their cars. I can’t hear what they’re saying with my personal stereo on, but I see them pointing at the sea and getting their Polaroid cameras out. I wend my way through the crowd. It’s not the sea they’re gazing at, it’s the beach. Families, couples, kids, the elderly are all moving on it; a movement that no longer has anything personal about it. They’re digging the sand with their heels.

			A murmur.

			U.

			Last year, a teacher brought a TV set and video recorder into class to show us a documentary. Of some workers in a textile factory. They’d all stopped working. At the same time. Without prior agreement to do so. Dozens of Instincts put on pause to respond to a more powerful call. On the video, you saw them getting undressed without saying a word and using the machines to sew their clothes together, one garment to another. A giant frieze of figures in fabric. The murmur had lasted for hours. Today, the work is displayed in a gallery, behind glass; it takes up a 200ft wall on its own. Eminent theologians are still trying to discover its meaning.

			That video had really scared me. What I’m feeling right now is an octave higher. I shouldn’t be here, on this promenade, among all these bystanders gathered to watch the We in action. I don’t have the right to be. I ceased to have it years ago, when I was messing around on the landing beside Avril, at the precise moment when I started to model myself on her, and to imitate her way of following all adult conversations seriously, intensely. The beginning of the as if that became my reality.

			 

			I eat the fear and don’t leave.

			D.

			On the beach, the crowd digs into the sand.

			Together, in harmony and in a trance.

			I.

			The furrows form huge letters.

			Letters that merge into my thoughts.

			S.

			I claim to correct bum notes.

			But I’m the worst of all.

			F.

			I’m nothing like a confidant.

			I was born without an Instinct.

			N.

			 

			The murmur stopped just as it had started. On the beach, families went back to their activities, each in their own corner, indifferent to what they’ve just written in the sand. They’ve already forgotten everything. The amnesia of the murmur. The onlookers scatter along the promenade, disconcerted and disappointed.

			Me, I remain. Agents from Instinct Administration arrive and I remain. They take some photos and I remain. They leave and I remain. The evening breeze starts to blur the letters on the sand. I take out my diary. Open it at that day’s date. I wouldn’t be able to forget it, but I copy down the murmur of the crowd.

			My pen shakes. I smile as never before. I cry a little, too.

			 

			FIND US

			 

			Message received.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			THE ANGEL

			Everything is perfect

			I don’t dream. I go to bed every night at the same time. 9:20 P.M. I get up every morning at the same time. 5:55 A.M. Between the two, a black hole. Not even the feeling of dropping off to sleep. I close my eyes, I reopen my eyes. As simple as that. Sometimes, like now, I wake up mid-hole. That obviously doesn’t count.

			It’s the Instinct.

			3:41 A.M. The digits on the radio-alarm clock turn my fingers red while I grope for the lamp switch. Light. I push back the blanket. It’s cold despite the heating, I left the window open. The hairs on my legs are sticking out like cactus spines. I take off my T-shirt, fold it carefully, and tuck it under the pillow. I stroke the tattoo on my tummy: “Pater”. Everything is perfect.

			The Instinct calls.

			I’ll take a shower when I get back. Chest of drawers, bottom drawer: my clothes. The turtleneck of the sweater electrifies my hair. Chest of drawers, top drawer: my lovey. I plunge it into an anorak pocket. I put on my badge. With my palm, I smooth down my bowl-cut. Let’s go.

			The old switchboard operator on the 43rd floor winks at me over the mini-TV showing a repeat of some series. Whenever he sees me, he leaves his counter and calls the elevator reserved for priority missions.

			“A cocoa first?”

			The Instinct doesn’t wait. He knows it, but still asks me the question every time.

			“No.”

			I struggle with humor. I love the old switchboard operator all the same. I love him like I love the We.

			“No taxi?”

			“No again.”

			The elevator descends at top speed.

			I cross the reception hall, where the Virtuous, those setting off on missions and those returning, greet me with deference. I pass through two security doors, a detector gate, and an army of guards. I’m asked no questions, the doors are immediately opened for me.

			I leave the skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the West.

			Outside, I walk. Though that’s not entirely accurate. My body walks. Me, I allow myself be carried. Which is why I never order a taxi: I already know where the Instinct is sending me, but I prefer to let it direct my steps, choose its path.

			The sidewalk is busy. A baker is searching for his keys, some storekeepers are unloading a van, Saturday-night revelers are leaving one nightclub for another, and an old lady in curlers is cleaning vomit from her doorstep. People cross themselves as I pass, under the streetlights, intrigued by my mark, impressed by my badge.

			I love them all. I love our We. I’ve got my lovey in my pocket. Everything is perfect.

			The Instinct calls louder.

			My body drags me into the entrance of an underpass. I get through a barrier, turn right, and onto an escalator. There’s a smell of urine. I arrive at exactly the same time as the metro train. The Instinct knows where, when, how. I hold a handle with one hand, my lovey with the other. I sway, with an empty stomach, a blank mind. I’m not sleepy. Not a thought, but total vigilance. Everything is perfect. My body asks me to alight. I don’t even check the name of the station.

			The Instinct exclaims.

			It thrusts me forward, like it was obvious. I’m in a suburb of the West Sector. Streets I don’t know, boarded-up public housing, a gang who throw cans and insults at me, then scatter at the sight of my badge. I politely decline the advances of a prostitute. I love us; everything is perfect.

			I know I’m finally reaching my destination: the dumping ground.

			I climb the wire fencing, land in the middle of the garbage. I check that my lovey is still in my pocket. No streetlights here, but a strong smell of mold. I advance in the dark, a darkness that isn’t totally dark, a darkness full of lights. The plastic items are shining in the moonlight.

			The Instinct cheers.

			A form moves in front of me. I approach it. There’s crunching under my sneakers, but the form doesn’t turn around. 5:17 A.M. by my watch. Not the time for either a good morning or a good evening.

			“Hi,” I say.

			“Hi.”

			Hoarse voice. Dehydrated. It’s a kid of about my age. Fifteen, maybe sixteen. I observe him. He isn’t adequately covered to spend the night outside, and yet I suppose it’s not the first time. He’s sitting on what must have been, a very long time ago, the armrest of a sofa. A toolbox lies open beside him. Behind the strands of hair that have come loose from a ponytail, his eyes shine with fever and febrility. His dirty face bears the mark of the Instinct of Making. Does he belong to the School in the West Sector? His screwdriver is working like crazy on a . . . well, a . . . in fact, I’ve no idea what it is. An amalgamation of metals, cables, circuitry; there’s no shortage of materials here. The thing is propped on his knees.

			“What’s that for?” I ask.

			“Don’t know yet.”

			I observe him more closely. His parents and teachers are doubtless searching for him. I gently push aside his greasy hair and show him my lovey. His screwdriver whirls around, but he’s happy to ask me in turn: 

			“What’s that for?”

			“You already know.”

			I press the trigger. The blood explodes, the skull, too. The kid collapses onto the garbage. His screwdriver has finally stopped. Everything is perfect.

			The Instinct went quiet.

			I put away my lovey and pick the thing up. There’s blood on it. It’s heavy, but can be carried. I leave the kid’s corpse behind me. And so the long return journey begins. The wire fencing, the public housing, the streets, the metro. I hide the thing under my anorak. The thing and the blood. My body isn’t carrying me anymore, I have to think about what I’m doing, and that’s not what I prefer. Sleepiness returns, a yearning for the black hole, but I can’t go back to bed, not right away.

			Here I am, back at the skyscraper.

			I take the elevator again, up to the 77th floor. My lovey is weighing on my pocket; the thing is weighing on my tummy.

			I’m missing the Instinct.

			“If you please.”

			With a courteous gesture, a young docile invites me to follow him. Corridors, room after room: finally, the office. Huge. They’re there, all three of them, in their leather armchairs, with their “V” badges. Cherubs. Down on one knee, I cross myself. I open up my anorak and place the thing on the marble table. I get blood everywhere.

			“The anomaly was making that.”

			The Cherubs look at the thing without touching it. Eyes half-closed, evaluating. I don’t know what they see, what their Instincts see, what the We sees through them. To me, it’s like nothing on earth.

			“Four thousand six hundred and thirteen.”

			

			One of the Cherubs spoke, the other two agreed. Generally, they give me the figure, I cross myself, and leave. But that, I’ll admit, it catches me off my guard.

			“As much as that? This thing would have killed all those lives?”

			They confirm the figure, this time in unison:

			“Four thousand six hundred and thirteen.”

			The three Cherubs look at me without really looking at me. A new vision is already taking them elsewhere, into the future and into space. Aside from their marks, they don’t look alike, and yet: the Instinct of inspiration, when it’s shared among several individuals and attains this degree of perfection, it’s the most complete expression of the We. 

			At a vague gesture from them, the young docile throws the thing into the incinerator, then hands me a “III” badge.

			“You live on which floor?” he whispers to me.

			“On the 43rd.”

			“It will be the 51st now. Congratulations, Archangel.”

			Archangel. At 9:20 P.M., when I went to bed, I was still just a “II.”

			“Where did you leave the anomaly?” the docile now asks me.

			I write down the address of the dumping ground for him. They’ll clean things up properly.

			An elevator ride later, I discover my new abode on the 51st floor, identical in every way to the one I left last night, eight floors lower down. My belongings have already been moved. Under the pillow, I find, well folded, my pajama T-shirt. I love us, the Cherubs and me. I love us, too, the kid and me, even if the We used my Instinct to put an end to his life. I love us and now, yes, I really do fancy a cocoa.

			Everything is perfect.

			

			 

		

	
		
			ONLY THE INSTINCT 
DECIDES

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Claire,

			So many things I would have liked to give you.

			J.

		
		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			Dead people who should live

			At my parents’ place, everything is stuck in a time warp. Flowery tablecloth, silverware, steak and fries, TV blaring, and always the same back and forth at the table after the Sunday blessing. Classes going well? Yup, and for you at the garage? Yup, and you’re eating well, over there? Yup, and you’re getting out a bit? Yup, and you’re revising properly? Yup, and so on. We never go into details. My parents aren’t very keen on my heroic aspirations. When I lost my arms, they were in a huff with me for months.

			Their sitting room is drowning in kitsch. Potpourris, candlesticks, disco balls, multicolored curtains, tacky vinyl records, and postcards pinned up everywhere. Yes, yes, postcards, from the four corners of the supercontinent. They’ve never traveled anywhere: they order them from a catalogue.

			Do all repairers of cars decorate their apartments like this?

			The windows let in all the noises from the highway. Sometimes, my parents suddenly stiffen, hands flat on the table, ready to jump up from their chairs. I’m used to it. Out there, a vehicle must have something dodgy under its hood; a defective piston, a belt needing to be replaced, that kind of thing (I know nothing about it, don’t have a driving license). My father has an Instinctive range of 35 yards; my mother, 50 yards. Generally, the car is soon gone and we can get on with our meal. Unless there’s a breakdown in the carpark at the foot of our building, which frequently happens, too. Then my parents grab their toolboxes, and I don’t wait for their return to eat my dessert.

			But today, it’s fine, no breakdown in the carpark, we’ll be able to celebrate my birthday for the third time, they’re all mine.

			Well, they’re all Flo’s.

			“Goliath, turn the TV down! It’s rude when one’s entertaining. How old are you, Florence? (How she changes her voice, my mother, when she wants to sweet-talk you.) More salad for you? What do your parents do in life? A little mayo? Where do you know each other from, you and Goliath?

			“Don’t answer if you don’t want to,” I tell her.

			Without her videotex, Flo’s eyes are unfocused. She stares into space between her braids, and bites her nails between fries. She gave me a good lead the other day with her 3516 Lost Touch ads. Whenever I pass the grimy window of the Saint-Monde, I see her, always alone, in front of her screen. I suspect the manager of slipping her a croque monsieur from time to time, she sleeps there with her eyes open as it is, but finally, I’d had enough. I took her to have lunch with us without asking her if she wanted to. My parents’ kitchen, all fats and sauces, would enrage Instinct Administration. I gave up lecturing them about it a long time ago, and it does make a change from the cafeteria’s broccoli.

			I struggle with my protheses to hold my cutlery. My father cuts up my meat with a wink at Flo, just to shame me.

			“And chew well, sonny, don’t do a Grandpa on us. Did you tell your girlfriend about that? Talk about a dumb death! But hey, his time had come, as they say. The We reminded us of that.”

			My mother gives my father a clout.

			“For a start, that’s not something we talk about to a guest. And worse, she’s not his girlfriend, you blind bat, surely you can see she’s far too young!”

			“Yeah, well, hey, get off my case, you shrew!”

			They don’t talk, my parents, they holler. No wonder I speak too loudly. They’re forever picking quarrels with each other, but the moment they open the garage shutter, as soon as they sense a motor that’s suffering, as soon as their Instincts are roused, they’re as one. It was at that garage that they met and, though I can’t bear to think of it, at that garage that my brother and I were conceived. Thank goodness Instincts aren’t passed down, in the blood.

			“It’s not common, Florence, a mark like yours. An orphan Instinct, that really means it’s unique! Not wishing to be indiscreet, what is it? Of course, you’re not obliged to tell me, hey, if it makes you uncomfortable.”

			So Flo doesn’t tell her. It’s me that my mother clouts now.

			“Lower the volume, I said!”

			I grab the remote control and put the volume up to the maximum. The TV reception is appalling here. I feel like I’m watching the journalist through a washing-machine window. Like every Sunday, it’s the celebration of the South Sector Saints on the main channel. The parading of the exploits of the week—a successful transplant, an accident avoided, a fire controlled—all to a tearjerking musical soundtrack. What mainly interests me, even if it does my eyes in, is watching the life-saving counters. Eighty-seven. One hundred and twenty-three. Forty-eight. There’s even one fellow who saved six hundred and fifty-seven lives!

			The remote breaks in my hand; my mother calls me a lout.

			

			I don’t envy my parents’ Instinct, but jeez, how I’d have loved to have their range. It would change everything, absolutely everything. I wouldn’t have to keep checking around me, beyond my eight-foot range, for what’s hiding in my Instinct’s blind spot. Every day, everywhere, tiles drop off roofs, puddles nudge electric wires, kids fall off balconies, and me, I know nothing, I do nothing, I’m of no use.

			I think of my ten lives and I think of my three untraceables—eight if I’d accepted to team up with the confidant—in short, I think of Vincent, Martha, and Paul, my untraceables who’ve remained untraced, and I think of the eleven days I have left to remedy that, before my dispensation runs out. I should be busy searching for them, instead of eating legally dubious steak and fries at my parents’ place, but I had a revelation the other night, after spending yet another evening scouring the Schools neighborhood and questioning pupils. Like a blinding flash.

			I’m a cast-iron protector, but a crap investigator.

			“I don’t agree. With your ‘time had come.’”

			My parents and I, we all turn towards Flo. She came out with that while dunking a fry in her mayonnaise. It’s the first time we’re hearing from her since the “hullo” she mumbled while wiping her flip-flops on the doormat. It takes me a moment to understand that she’s talking about what Dad said about Grandpa.

			“A few years ago, a train derailed in the East Sector. It crashed into the pile of a bridge. More than a hundred dead. Among them, kids off to summer camp and a pregnant supervisor. In my view, nothing about their time had come.”

			The TV blares out an ad, Flo bites on her fry.

			“I believe there are dead people who should live, and living people who should die.”

			Our eyes all fell onto our plates. Too fearful of those eyes meeting, too fearful of seeing in another what we can’t bear to see in ourselves, too fearful of catching the photo of my brother sneering at us from up there, on its shelf, in its frame, with its look of an eternal child.

			Jeez, no. Not that, not again. I lock myself in the bathroom. Pull the chain once, twice, can’t let the others, outside, hear what’s flooding from my eyes. I wipe them as best I can, stuff TP in the works.

			It passes as swiftly as it came.

			When I return to the table, I’m not hungry anymore, but I help myself to seconds of everything. I speak very loudly, tell jokes, ignore the photo, comment on the TV, fill my parents’ empty eyes with all the words I know, and even those I don’t. I then slap my lips on their foreheads and tug Flo by her dungarees.

			“Come on, we’re off. See you next Sunday.”

			The streets of my childhood neighborhood are really windy. On the flat roofs, the palm trees shiver as one. We wait at the station, Flo and I, without speaking. I can’t bring myself to look at her, so resort to staring at her socked and flip-flopped feet.

			The train, at last.

			I sit on the window side. Come on, get going, get going. I want to put lots of posts and lots of palm trees between me and the photograph. We’re off. The track runs along the coast. It takes several stations before I decide to look at Flo. On the seat opposite, she’s leafing through an album of stickers. Our Archangels through the Centuries.

			She barely reacts when I snatch it from her.

			“Your parents gave it to me.”

			“They shouldn’t have.”

			“The complete collection. Bravo. How do you manage to stick all these pictures with your false fingers?”

			“It was before the accident. It’s suitable for your age, not mine anymore.”

			“I’ve never been the age for that.”

			Flo sits slumped on the seat, swinging a flip-flop from the toe of a holey sock. A dirty braid hangs between her eyebrows, almost hiding her mark. Might she be slightly embarrassed all the same?

			She asks me:

			“What do they look like, your untraceables? I supplied you with the ads, but have never seen their mugs.”

			“That, brat, isn’t your business anymore.”

			“You’re wrong to see it like that. You’re hardly making progress on your own. And I might have already seen them in real life.”

			“Yeah, sure. With your nose stuck to your screen?”

			I press my own against the window; the train’s vibrations are reaching inside my skull. She’s getting on my nerves, Flo. And for a start, where did she get that train-crash story she told us, anyhow? Is that what she plays at on her videotex? Collecting disasters like I used to collect Archangels?

			“What you said at the table. On the living people who should die. I swear, if you were talking about yourself, I’m quitting playing the babysitter.”

			Our stop, we get off. The Schools neighborhood is a ten-minute walk away. Flo drags her flip-flops behind me. Am I dreaming, or is she sulking? I force myself to slow down.

			Can’t wait to off-load her at the Saint-Monde.

			We near the crossroads, where there’s more hooting than usual. In the distance, a bare bottom. Quéjéfé has pulled his pants down in front of the car windows. I bet a teacher has confiscated his cigs again and he’s taking revenge. The librarians—recognizable by their striped sweaters—have come out of their lending room to watch the show. What a jerk. He’s going to cause an accident. And he’s not just risking a malus point now, he’ll get himself expelled from the School of Helpfulness barely two weeks from the exams.

			Quéjéfé spots me from the other side of the road.

			“Hey, buddy! Got any cigs on you?”

			He hasn’t pulled up his pants. I don’t want Flo to see that. I turn around and find her crouching on the sidewalk, right beside the garbage cans. She’s picking up . . . what is she picking up? It’s wriggling between her fingers.

			A cockroach that she’s raising to her mouth.

			I may not have real arms, but I have good reflexes. I block her wrist in time. My mind is still on my brother’s photo. 

			“What are you playing at? That’s the last time you’re eating at my home!”

			And then something happens that I’ll admit I hadn’t anticipated. Flo hollers. Louder than my parents, she hollers. She spits insults at me that make my blood boil, then an actual gob, jeez, I never thought a teen could produce the like.

			Her anger has trumped mine.

			She tries to hit me, scratch me, bite me, and I’m scared. That she’ll hurt herself. That I’ll hurt her. I restrain her as best I can between my arms. But what if I break one of her bones like I broke the remote? This time, it’s us the librarians are watching.

			“Let me go, asshole!”

			I let her go. She throws herself on the ground, squirms between the garbage cans, brings out the cockroach that had escaped from her, and shoves it down her throat. She finds another one, and then another, and swallows them all. Her teeth make a hideous sound, and me, I discover her. Transfigured, Flo is. Never have I seen her this happy. Happy, period.

			How dumb am I.

			I wait till the cockroaches run out, and there are lots of them. The passers-by change sidewalk; the librarians return to their lending room.

			Jeez, how dumb.

			Flo has finished. With the back of her sleeve, she wipes her mouth. Not happy at all anymore.

			“You should have told me . . . ”

			Even my words make me feel dense. So that’s what her Instinct is? Coming into the world to rid us of roaches, hard to brag about that. No school to teach you how to make a life doing that, so a future . . . 

			That guy was right: I am too quick to judge.

			“Don’t invite me again.”

			The chewing gum-covered door of the Saint-Monde closes behind Flo. Through the square windowpanes, and beyond the finger smudges, jostling pupils, and shoes on tables, I see her settling again at her videotex, alone at the back of the room, on the stool I forcibly dragged her off this morning, and ignoring the manager who, a bit desperate, panting after those stairs, presents her with the menu.

			A cast-iron protector, hey? I just stand still on the sidewalk for a long time, arms dangling, with all that useless scrap metal pulling on my flesh. I look up, towards the Very-Highs’ skyscraper, over there, beyond the red buildings of the town, and for once I don’t cross myself. I must get moving, stop the dead from dying and allow the living to live. Too late: I can’t free myself from the photo of my brother anymore. I’m going to quit trying, forget my dispensation, concentrate on my exams, and accept a nice, cushy job.

			At the crossing, someone plants themselves in front of me. At first, I think Quéjéfé is back on the hunt for cigs, but no. It’s the confidant. Claire. Looking resolute behind her bangs, she hands me a Post-it note and then leaves.

			Writing in thick, pink felt-tip pen.

			“Because I am me.”

			I turn it over.

			“Because you are you.”

			 

			 

			I am ugly

			Not got up, not gone running, not showered, not this morning. The bell bores into my bones, the lightbulbs singe my lashes. Around me, there’s yawning, swearing, belching, and the weight of all those noises piles onto my own weight. Am too heavy. My dorm mates aren’t used to seeing me in bed at this hour. They look at me, then leave me without a word. Everyone goes, and me, I remain, and I remain me.

			The pupils’ voices merge together. A mish-mash of syllables, not quite liquid, not quite solid, a bit viscous, like toothpaste oozing through the School of Protection, spreading through each missing door, and spilling out onto the street when the star pupils race along the sidewalk singing, “What we protect.”

			Am too heavy. Even heavier when the Head sits on me.

			“What on earth are you doing, still under the comforter?”

			“Diarrhea. All night.”

			She doesn’t believe a word of it, the Head, I can tell by the way her muscles tighten against mine—and she’s right. I’m a lousy liar.

			“Sure it isn’t one of your attacks of hypochondritis, hey?”

			“Want me to give you a demonstration to prove that it isn’t?”

			She’s heavy, the Head, for someone who’s lost a leg. And putting one’s backside on a pupil, not sure that’s really allowed. Having said that, she has just tackled all the stairs to come up and see me. 

			“You’re playing with fire, Goliath. Ten days from the exams, these slip-ups will have to stop. Sleep this morning, but you will intern on traffic this afternoon. Same time, same place, whether you’re unwell or not, your trainer will await you there. If needs be, shove a cork you-know-where.”

			The Head finally relieves me of her presence. She switches off the light as she goes. I thought the dark would do me some good, but no, it gives more substance to the pink felt-tip pen on the Post-it stashed under my mattress. Because I am me. I get up, switch the light on, get back into bed.

			The walls are scrawled with misspelt nonsense. The sheets have never been white, not since I got here, anyhow. The baskets spew up dirty underpants. The dormitory is ugly.

			Beyond the windows, the electric cables look like spiderwebs. I can make them out when the garbage collectors’ revolving light passes by. The truck creaks and cracks and crunches. Everything is ugly.

			My protheses dig into the mattress, crucifying my nerves. My skin is like the surface of the moon, pitted with craters, riddled with wounds I alone inflicted on myself, over the years, to sculpt the body of someone sacrificed, and what for, hey, honestly? A photo that’s gathering dust on my parents’ shelf. I am ugly.

			Because you are you.

			What do you know about me, for starters, Claire? And what is there to know, in fact? I’m just a failed substitute.

			Around my bed, the toing and froing starts again. They’re back from sports, getting changed, going down to eat, coming up to fetch a bag, and most of all, like on every day of every week of every month, they’re comparing themselves. Who runs the fastest? Who does the most push-ups? Who has the most muscle? Who has the most hair? The boys display their attributes, the girls their armpits. Not that long ago, but it seems like another life to me, before being taken off my fire-fighting internship, I would shatter the records and love being hated for that. Today, no one cares about me, and I care about no one.

			The bell for lessons, finally. The dorm empties out. An hour goes by, then another, and every minute, I become more entrenched in my bed.

			“So, kiddo, are we chickening out?”

			I must have dozed off despite myself: when I open my eyes, I’m hit with the sun and two smiles. Our class representatives, sports champions, excellence in muscle and bone. Rivals I dethroned before being dethroned by them. They’re sitting at my bedside, both sides, legs and arms crossed. He’s eyeing me shiftily, she, scornfully. I’ve lost track of time, but I presume they’ve used a break between theology lessons to catch me off-guard. 

			“You’re a pathetic spectacle.”

			“A poor example for our youngsters.”

			When, for once, I’m not in the mood for showing off, can’t they let me wallow in the shit in peace? I have better grades, they have better assessments. I beat them in tests of strength, they beat me in those of speed. I have a bigger tally of lives, but between the two of them, they saved more. If the Computus didn’t divide the number of saved by the number of savers, rank-wise, they’d already be Virtuous. Which is why I’ve never been one for team spirit.

			Why did I keep that Post-it note under my mattress?

			“Whadayawant?”

			The reps exchange a wink across my bed. The starting signal.

			“We’ve thought hard about it, kiddo.”

			“You’ve earned a certain reputation.”

			“Hardly brilliant, but a reputation all the same.”

			“Your name is now associated with our School.”

			“Your results are our results.”

			“Your successes our successes.”

			“Your failures our failures.”

			

			I have no desire to hear what they have to say to me, but I listen to them all the same.

			“We’ve been watching you, kiddo.”

			“You’re not attentive in class.”

			“You’re slacking in sport.”

			“You’re investigating goodness knows what.”

			“You’re asking questions.”

			“You’re bothering people.”

			“And you’re not revising a thing.”

			Normally, I’d have made them eat my pillow. Normally, I wouldn’t even be in this bed. And the worst, the worst is that their half-baked lecture—it’s working. I already felt like not much, now I feel even more like not much. Pupils disappear and no one cares, even me actually, I don’t care, I’m just after numbers, because, hey, let’s be straight, if I can’t be the best, I’m unworthy of my mark, unworthy of the mark my brother didn’t get time to receive, and I believe I’ve pretty well proved to us, to my Instinct, to my brother, and to myself, that the best, well, I’m not the best, end of.

			I haven’t found a single untraceable and I’m behaving like a bastard. With Flo. With everyone.

			“There are two options, kiddo.”

			The reps throw a pile of books over me. Textbooks on advanced theology, the heftiest tomes in the library; if the comforter hadn’t been there, they’d have flattened the family jewels.

			“Either you make an effort to do us proud.”

			“Or you get lost before shaming us.”

			They finally leave, but their words hover for a good while beneath the cracks in the ceiling. The sun filters through my eyelids, the windows vibrate as heavy trucks drive by. I’m not really sure what’s happening to me, but something makes its way along my spine, up into my skull, and is trying to bore through it.

			A thought. A terrible thought.

			I throw off the books. I get out of bed, I leave the dormitory, I go down the stairs. Stark naked. I encounter no one, they’re all in the cafeteria at this time. I stand in front of the Wall of Shame. Dozens of faces dazzled by the flash of the Polaroid camera, embarrassed, cocky, grimacing, eyes full of promise. And the same protectors’ mark on them, with a few variations depending on the Instinctive range. Not one of these kids would have imagined ending up pinned here one day. Many were forced to enroll by their families, some give up in their first year. Too much to learn, too much to prove. Too many accidents, too. An Instinct that pushes you to sacrifice your skin to save someone else’s, as I should know, can be petrifying. It’s so tempting to go home to Mommy and Daddy and shut yourself away in your room, never to come out again, even if it means dying of abstinence.

			Among all those deserters, my old friend.

			I push open the Head’s door. No one behind the typewriter: she’s out of the office at lunchtime. I switch on her videotex, the only one in the entire School of Protection. I can’t stand these machines, the keys are too small for my mechanical fingers. I have to make four attempts to type in my query and then wait ages for the page to download. The number appears. I use the Head’s phone—a hundred times broken, a hundred times repaired. If she finds me here, sitting in her seat without underpants, I’ll be skinned alive.

			“Hello?”

			A man’s voice at the other end of the line. There’s experience, and not easy experience, in that voice.

			I clear my throat.

			“Um . . . is Charlie there? Sorry, Charlotte.”

			“Who’s asking for her?”

			Hostile now, the voice. I make my prosthesis relax its grip on the receiver, but all the same, the plastic creaks.

			“Um . . . Goliath.”

			A silence.

			“Goliath? Goliath from the South Sector?”

			A new voice down the phone. Incredulous, this one. There’s a lurch between my ribs.

			“Um . . . yeah.”

			“Your voice has broken even more! I didn’t recognize you. (Quieter) Yes, yes, Dad, it’s fine, don’t worry. (Louder) It’s been ages, dickhead.”

			Four years. Four years of ignoring her face on the Wall of Shame. Four years of disapproval, and disdain, and disgust. Four years, jeez, during which she might have needed help, while I carried on as if she’d never existed.

			“Why didn’t you tell me anything?”

			My question halts and then quickens the breathing at the other end of the line.

			“Tell you what? That the School was too hard for me?”

			“That you were leaving.”

			

			“I almost did. I couldn’t.”

			“We were friends.”

			“Not that close of friends, no. As shown.”

			Well, yes. As shown. So obsessed with my results that I didn’t notice a thing, didn’t understand a thing.

			“I’m not reproaching you anything,” she adds. “It wasn’t up to you to help me. It was up to no one, in fact. And so, is that it, you’ve finally got your eleven lives? You really did my head in with all that! Have you got yourself sanctified?”

			“Nearly. I got a dispensation. Are you . . . ”

			I get tangled up in the phone’s corkscrew cord.

			“Over there, in the West-Northwest Sector, are . . . is everything going well?”

			Another silence in which I can almost hear a smile.

			“Well, for sure, this is no big city. I’m about to be hired for a small security job. Without a diploma under my belt, I couldn’t hope for better, so I’m not complaining. It’ll put some Instinct Admin-approved butter on the bread, as they say.”

			“Right. Just as well. I must go now. Sorry. For bothering you.”

			“Goliath?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Thanks.”

			All of a sudden, I don’t know why, I feel really embarrassed at being naked. I get to share intimate stuff with my schoolmates, down to details I wish I’d never known, and yet now, a simple word is burning my ears.

			For want of anything better, I reply:

			“Take care of yourself.”

			“Shouldn’t it be me saying that to you? Until next time, Mister Future Saint.”

			She hangs up.

			She could have been an untraceable.

			She could have been, and I wouldn’t have even realized it. Because I’m too quick to judge.

			I go back to the dorm, throw on some clothes, lift up my mattress, grab the Post-it, charge down the stairs, cross the crossroads, go through a gate, then a park, then an entrance hall. It’s the first time I’m setting foot in the School for Confidants, and it’s just as I’d imagined it. Spring-hinged doors and double glazing everywhere. A parenthesis that no exclamation mark can infiltrate. Life toned down.

			

			I bother lots of confidants before finding the one I’m looking for. She’s handing out copies to her friends outside the cafeteria. I wait as patiently as I can. Even inside their own School, they all have headphones over their ears; so as not to lose the habit, I suppose.

			When she finally clocks me, here, on her territory, her smile changes. A kind of broadening that exasperates me already. She comes towards me and the space between her teeth makes the space all around us disappear. I stick her Post-it note onto her bangs. Her “I am me” and “you are you.” I know she can’t hear me, with her music playing, I know but it bursts out of me all the same:

			“Let’s team up.”

			 

			 

			A strangely dark glow

			There are many hills in the South Sector. Hills with lots of sloping roads, trimmed cypresses, and stepped residences. The Schools neighborhood also has its hill. We climb it together, without a word, tackling an endless incline, a hairpin-curved road, no sidewalk, cars at elbow-level. Idiots hoot at us. Claire discreetly pulls down her skirt and puts up the volume on her personal stereo. I don’t know where she’s leading me to, and although I’m no follower, I still find myself walking behind her, prostheses deep in pockets, trying mainly not to ogle what the idiots are ogling. It’s just that she’s not lacking in substance, Claire. I concentrate on her well-polished boots, her well-varnished nails, her well-styled hair, her well-held shoulders, and her demure way of holding her bag against her body.

			On a road sign aimed at bikers, the usual drivel: “I wear my helmet when I drive, I raise my visor when I stop. My mark is sacred.”

			We reach a carpark from which I can just see the vegetable gardens and water tanks on the flat roofs of our Schools. Our big crossroads no longer looks big at all. I can even see my bit of sidewalk waiting for me, down there, on traffic control. Mustn’t dawdle. The Head only allowed me the morning off, and it’s past midday now.

			Claire pushes open the gate to a cemetery. An avenue of the supine with a view of the town and, in the distance, but not that distant, the sea. It hits me like a blue slap. On my morning jogs, I’m always so wrapped in thought that I barely glance at it.

			“Why here?” I ask.

			Claire has sat on a bench to catch her breath. She has switched off her personal stereo. Now she’s coughing up her lungs. I realize that she’s taking the chance to listen. I listen, too, and at first hear nothing, but then hear everything: the drafty grass, the empty cans that roll on the gravel, the birds in the olive trees, a pneumatic drill somewhere in town, and all those graves down under that, for their part, don’t breathe a word. 

			“It’s better than a privacy booth,” I concede.

			Claire’s eyebrows shoot up and there’s a satisfaction in her surprise, and I’m not sure how to take it, and I remain resolutely standing.

			“The problem, for our untraceables, is the method.”

			She says that to me as if we were continuing with a conversation that had been interrupted, when we’ve never had a conversation, not one worthy of the name anyhow—which is my fault. She should be treating me as pathetic, right here, right now; I’d be doing so in her place. I rejected her, and now I’ve come back because Flo’s right, alone I achieve nothing. But no, Claire looks me straight in the face, not too high or too low, always that I am me and you are you, and it makes me very uncomfortable.

			She tucks her hair behind her ears.

			“I wanted to learn more about them. Understand what they had in common beyond their social isolation. Establish why and how they suddenly disappeared off the radar. It isn’t enough. The method must be changed.”

			“Okay. What do we do?”

			I’m not sneering at her. I really am expecting a great revelation. I sense that, since the Post-it stunt, something has changed.

			“Have you ever met a Very-High?”

			The question catches me off guard. And gets to me. From the cemetery one can see the sea, but one can also see the skyscraper. Is that why we came all the way up here?

			“I almost did. But then I didn’t. Why?”

			“I thought about that farmer, you know, at the beginning of the century. Put in quarantine, him and his livestock, from one day to the next. On the order of a Very-High. No one had understood, until the farmer fell gravely ill. A virus that came from a pig, I think. Thirty times more deadly than flu. According to the calculations of the Computus at the time, if the farmer had contaminated those in the vicinity, it would have ended in an epidemic. Millions of lives saved because a single person somewhere knew that a single other person elsewhere must be isolated.”

			Claire is telling me a story I know off by heart. It was enough to land that Very-High with the very rare title of Messiah. They come round every thousand years, big deals of the sort. I could churn out plenty like that to her, similar tales, with the dates, names, numbers and everything, but once again, I don’t know where she’s wanting to lead me. I indicate for her to continue.

			“Instincts evolve. They adapt. For every invention that one of the inspired presents us with, there’ll be a new generation of makers and repairers who will know how to manage the technology. Spontaneously. Without having to learn anything at all from anyone at all.”

			She really is serving me reheated stuff. Again, I indicate for her to continue. Claire licks her lips. Nervous? Hard to tell with her bespoke smile.

			“Instincts are but the part of an underground link that has surfaced. A link that connects each human being to all the others, permanently. And that’s what I finally understood. To find the untraceables, we must address that link directly.”

			“What? Address a Very-High, you mean?”

			“No. Address the We.”

			Claire has lost me. Her eyes widen, and I don’t know if it’s the winter sun or what, but the glow in them shocks me. A strangely dark glow.

			“I’m going to show you something.”

			She gets up; I follow her—again. We walk for a long time in the cemetery, between the tombs. Because it’s vast, this park for bones. Claire has put her headphones back on. She hasn’t switched her personal stereo on, but she keeps a finger forever on the play button, out of habit. Apart from me, there’s no one in her Instinctive field.

			“What did you think?”

			Knitting of brows; Claire can’t understand my question. Me neither, actually. I rephrase it.

			“Yesterday, outside the Saint-Monde. You saw me with Flo, is that it?”

			“Flo?”

			“Florence. A teen who’s not very clean and not very polite. When she started yelling at me, I wasn’t mistreating her or something. It’s just that she . . . I hadn’t realized that . . . anyhow, don’t go getting the wrong idea.”

			Claire listens intently to me, but then, hey, nothing flattering about that, that’s her Instinct after all. And always that smile she keeps continually within lips’ reach.

			

			“What I think isn’t important.”

			“Yes, it is!”

			Woah, I spoke louder than intended, my voice carried across the entire cemetery. I continue more quietly:

			“I need to figure you out. You’ll need to help me, I’m a practical person, I am. That little Post-it note of yours, it isn’t enough.”

			Claire grips onto her bag. She opens her mouth. Closes it again. She’s not used to talking about herself, that’s blindingly obvious, but I think she’s going to try all the same.

			“Well. Why did I suggest to you that we investigate together, and not to someone else? Because you’ve already saved lives. Because you have experience that I don’t have. Because you’ve got heroism in your blood. Because you’re made for the light. In short, because you are you. And because it suits me to remain in your shadow.”

			The path crunches under our shoes; broken glass. Claire is too focused on her feet to notice my expression, and, right now, it’s me whom that suits. I didn’t understand all of it, but it seems amazingly like a compliment. And compliments, at the School of Protection, don’t exist.

			She launches back in:

			“And so, why me? Why would I get involved in this business? Why make the effort without wanting any recognition?”

			I observe Claire on the quiet. I could put her at ease, spare her from answering, but I don’t. I’m sick of misjudging. For the first time, her smile quivers and I finally begin to glimpse what’s behind it: it’s even darker and brighter than her eyes.

			“Because I owe a debt to the We. Because I am me. Because I’m only me. There, it’s as simple and as complicated as that.”

			Upon which, Claire indicates a chapel to me, at the end of the path. That’s where she’s taking me. I follow on unthinkingly, I’m now on automatic pilot. My lashes are still, my retinas burning. Suddenly, the photo of my brother is superimposed on the cemetery, like a tracing that blurs everything but itself, and then burns, crackles, blackens, dies out and collapses into a heap of ashes. A debt to the We. All that waking in a panic, all those trips to the infirmary, convinced I had a heart condition, was poisoned, had TB, was infected, had cancer, when in fact the harm, the real harm, was eating me up from behind, without my being able—until this moment—to give it a name.

			A debt to the We. That’s precisely it.

			I look at Claire differently, as she ushers me into the chapel, holding the gate for me. Look properly. I could have passed her a hundred times in the street, this girl, and just as soon forgotten her. But suddenly, she is . . . I don’t know . . . she’s more there. Or maybe it’s me who wasn’t there enough until now?

			I enter the chapel.

			It’s dark, despite the broken stained-glass windows. The walls are covered in blasphemous graffiti. Fight against your Instinct! Practice abstinence! The Very-Highs are manipulating you! No to Instincts, yes to freedoms! And a whole load of other nonsense.

			“Fucking hell. What’s that?”

			I shouldn’t swear in such a place, but I’ve just spotted what Claire was so keen to show me. An inscription has been carved into the wall at the back. It stands out against the graffiti like a giant scar.

			 

			FIND THE YELLOW DOOR

			 

			The hairs stand up on what little remains of my arms.

			“A murmur,” I say.

			Claire’s heels ring out in the chapel as she walks up to it.

			“It’s our untraceables. Samuel, Anne, Paul, Lucie, Vincent, Thérèse, Joachim, and Martha.”

			“What?”

			“Last week, there was a funeral. The entire cortège cleared off mid-burial. Even the officiant. They all gathered in this chapel. They carved into the wall with their car keys, their rings, some even with their fingernails. Identities that cease, temporarily, to exist. No more “I,” nothing but “We.” No separation. No distance. Like the Very-High and the farmer.”

			Claire smiles at me and the gap between her teeth sucks me in, in spite of myself.

			“I, too, observed a murmur. Five days before this one. It’s our untraceables, I assure you.”

			“Don’t get carried away. There are murmurs every day across the entire supercontinent. And one has to be a great theologian to be sure of interpreting them correctly.”

			Claire roots around in her bag and pulls out a diary.

			“I did some research. Instinct Administration records all murmurs. Those they’ve been told about, at any rate. I went to the Computus, saying I had work to do for my internship. I finally gained access to their database; limited access, but access all the same. It’s thanks to that I knew about this chapel.”

			I peer at the diary that Claire’s leafing through. Handwriting with nice round “o”s and nice straight “t”s, putting mine to shame. I’m more the sort that busts pens. She’s taped a map inside on which she’s written, in felt-tip, “find us,” “find the yellow door,” and a big question mark in one corner.

			“Murmurs occurred a few days and a few kilometers apart. The first on the beach, when I was there. The second here in the chapel. And there was a third, the day before yesterday, in the gymnasium. No info was provided on this third murmur. And when I wanted to enter the gym, I was politely turned away.”

			She taps the question mark. Her thumb keeps pressing the top of a propelling pencil to make the lead appear. She links the three locations on the map. A perfect triangle, equilateral. And right at its center, our Schools crossroads.

			“It’s a call for help, Goliath. The voice of the We. The yellow door is a clue. The third murmur is another clue, for sure. What d’you think?”

			“Yeah. Maybe.”

			I hope Claire can’t see how staggered I am. I’m stopping myself from rushing off in search of her yellow door and her third murmur. Those eight lives, even if they’ll only count as four when shared, I, too, must deserve them.

			“It’s soon time for our intern shifts.”

			Claire checks her watch, dial on inside of wrist, directly against pulse. She has very smooth hands, slightly plump, well cared-for, and I wonder what mine would look like today if I’d been able to keep them. She holds one of hers out to me, and its trembling.

			“So? Partners?”

			I’ve never shaken anyone’s paw. Before the accident, because I wasn’t well brought-up enough for that; after, for obvious reasons that, apparently, escape Claire. She seems unaware of all the effort I’m making not to crush her fingers.

			 

		

	
		
			THE ARCHANGEL

			I will finish what I started

			“You don’t need to come with me every time.”

			I look up from my games console. Dad is watching me. His eyes smile through his big, leopard-print glasses. He’s put on his fave disco shirt, gold satin, as if the limousine was taking us to one of his parties. It’s the middle of the day. The open window plays havoc with his horseshoe mustache.

			I love him. I love him and I reply:

			“I have nothing better to do.”

			“Switch off the music, I can feel it coming.”

			I turn the dial on the stereo system, placed between us on the back seat. Coco-Rudy’s voice stops in the middle of a verse of his “Ode to the We.” Dad takes over and sings at the top of his voice.

			I love him.

			We’re driving along the West Sector’s main shopping street. The weather’s nice, it’s busy. The Virtuous patrols stand to attention as we pass. I return to the tennis game on my console. Left-hand button, I move my player, right-hand button, I hit the ball back. It gets faster and faster, but I have excellent reflexes. I get one clear round after another, like at the rifle range. When I press all these buttons, I forget my inner silence.

			The limousine stops; the chauffeur opens the door for us and bows low before me. I love him, too.

			In the hall of the hospital, the staff cross themselves in my wake. Some prostrate themselves. Everyone knows me here. I love us, too, but for now, all that matters is Dad, who’s clicking his heels along the tiled floor. He’s singing. His Instinct is singing through him. No lyrics. Guttural singing exercises, with tongue, teeth, and lips as percussion. Organic music that stirs you to the core. It grabs him at any hour, day or night. When I was still sleeping at his place, before moving to the skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the West, I was so used to it that it didn’t wake me up anymore. He winks at the female nurses, taps the bums of the male ones, swirls a patient in a spontaneous dance, then settles into his chair as if on a throne.

			As soon as he’s seated, he goes quiet. I sit down and stay quiet, too. Everything is perfect.

			Someone soon arrives with a cart. Masks. Gloves. Dad’s shirt is unbuttoned, the skin bursts out of the gold satin. The perfusion is set up. The machine sounds like a coffee-maker, but it isn’t coffee being pumped into Dad’s veins.

			He turns his glasses towards the window.

			I read the sign with him:

			“Do not open.”

			“Sounds like your mother.”

			I take his word for it, I have few memories of her. After a moment’s silence, he adds:

			“Your Instinct. It’s been a while now, hasn’t it?”

			I raise my eyebrows. Dad never broaches the subject. He knows what I do, what my Instinct makes me do, and I know he’s not very comfortable with it. Is he worried?

			“Ten days,” I reply.

			“That’s becoming a lot. How do you feel?”

			From his chair, Dad examines the wrinkles that have appeared at the corner of my eyes. This morning, while washing my face, I noticed that one of my eyelashes had turned white.

			“It might be time for you to go look somewhere else.”

			“I’ll go wherever the Very-Highs will tell me to go. In the meantime, I’m staying with you.”

			I take out my console, but Dad throws a coin at my face.

			“Go get yourself a drink and bring me back some candies.”

			I walk past the cubicles of other patients. An old lady holds her hand out to me from her chair:

			“Bless me, Archangel!”

			She wipes her tears on my white coat. She smells bad, she’s all wrinkled; I think to myself that I may look like her soon, and I love her. She has no idea about all that I did to save the lives that earned me my “III” badge. I wonder what she’d think if I pulled my lovey out of my pocket.

			I bless her.

			At the dispenser, I opt for a cocoa. Dad’s coin isn’t needed, drinks are free to patients and those accompanying them. I sip from my cup, facing a wall. Portraits of beatified doctors. Appeals for donations. When I die, they can help themselves: heart, liver, kidneys, I’m giving all of me to the We.

			On a poster, I read:

			 

			FOR YOUR HEALTH, USE YOUR INSTINCT!

			A GOOD DEED A DAY KEEPS THE DOCTOR AWAY.

			 

			

			What I’m missing hits me. Everything is perfect, including that.

			My Instinct hasn’t woken up since I eliminated the kid at the dumping ground, but I know it never dozes for very long. And even if it were to remain asleep, even if that sleep were to condemn me, it would mean that there are no more anomalies to eradicate—here, at any rate.

			I throw away my cup and watch the drip-drip-drip of the cocoa at the bottom of the trash can. I know very well that there’s still at least one anomaly remaining. Out there, somewhere, beyond the twenty-one miles of my Instinctive range. The most aberrant of them all. The only one that might almost—almost—have been able to make me doubt.

			I plunge my hand into the candy jar. For Dad.

			“There’s a call for you,” a nurse informs me.

			I grab the receiver on the wall-mounted phone near the service stairs.

			“Ready for the call,” I say.

			A click through the receiver, then a voice at the other end of the line:

			“A new mission, Archangel.”

			“Now?”

			“ASAP. The order comes from on high. Very high. You’ll be travelling.”

			“To where?”

			“The South Sector. The Schools neighborhood. A room has been booked for you right there.”

			“It’s not exactly on my doorstep.”

			“A night train leaves this evening, at 6:43.”

			I think of Dad, of his treatment, of all that time I won’t be able to spend with him, and I observe this thought just as I observed that cup at the bottom of the trash can.

			“I’ll catch it.”

			I hang up. Gobble a candy. Look at the stairs. It’s Claire I’m thinking about now.

			One day, I will finish what I started.

			 

		

	
		
			AVRIL

			A very old appetite

			The mouth, not the wriggling eyebrows or gesticulating hands, just the mouth, what it says, nuisance, club, closure, local, moving, its irresistible words, a talkative mouth, lots of words, schedules, members, counter-productive, calendar, a pleasure that consumes me, an intensity I conceal, like a perfect professional, behind a mask of neutrality.

			The ecstasy stops.

			The tinnitus, which the Instinct had pushed into the background, returns with a vengeance in my left ear. The mouth has gone quiet and I become aware again of all that surrounds it—pitted skin, maker’s mark, greasy hair, bitten nails, toolbox—until I’ve pieced together entirely the indignant pupil facing me. Almost entirely: I don’t look at his eyes.

			My fingers now release his words onto the keyboard, faithfully, swiftly, with no typos. I press the “Enter” key.

			“Recorded and sent. Goodbye.”

			The pupil’s fingers tighten around his toolbox.

			“Is that it? What about my problem? You’re not going to help me? I was told you were the best.”

			Here we go. Yet another one who thinks that a star pupil can sort everything out for you. It took more than twelve minutes—twelve, not kidding, I could’ve dealt with three other complainants—to report an umpteenth rivalry between clubs, of makers and repairers, and then a lawsuit is expected from me. I switch on my personal stereo just in time to avoid another tirade that would revive my Instinct. The heavy metal puts up a wall between me and the pupil, me and the tinnitus, me and my own voice, while I point at the plaque on my desk:

			“‘The Office for Complaints authorizes you to exceed the statutory ten words, but don’t abuse that.’ Speaking to a confidant against their will is illegal. Persist, and it’s me who’ll be registering a complaint.” 

			The pupil leaves with his toolbox, furious. Good riddance.

			4:50 P.M. My shift is almost over for today. A complainant timidly opens the door to my cubicle; I tell her “no, no” with my index finger. I don’t look at her eyes as they roll. I put on my coat, muffler, beret, mittens, a load of wool that makes up for my lack of heft.

			I change the batteries in my personal stereo.

			I switch off the lamp, but I don’t leave. Not immediately. I press myself to the double glazing, an eighth-of-an-inch of glass, a half-inch gap, separating me from the neighboring cubicle. A mosquito drawn to the electric light. Claire is listening to the complainant I’ve just turned away. Her shift is almost over, too, but here she is, inviting her to sit down and switching her videotex back on. I can’t stand it when she does that. I can’t stand it when she takes her headphones off, whereas I, music or no music, keep mine on permanently. I can’t stand it when she tucks her hair behind her ears, offers herself up entirely, as if, really, it wasn’t a question of Instinct, as if it was a relinquishment she consented to, with that smile that could almost make you feel privileged. I can’t stand the people who take advantage of her, including me.

			Fine, I’m off.

			I return our trainer’s polite nod of the head. Even when snowed under, a phone in each hand, his Instinct calculates everything for him. He knows how many cases are dealt with in an hour by each confidant in the team. He also knows that I’m the most effective of them all, and with the bonus point I gained in my file, yes, I can afford to leave before the others, even if the waiting room is still packed.

			A low sun hits me in the face. No windows, no sky in the Schools’ Office for Complaints. I pull my muffler up to the tip of my chin. Hardly worth wearing one when you’re not allowed to cover your mark, no kidding. I prefer the freezing winters of my childhood, in the North-Northeast Sector, to this dampness, neither really warm, nor really cold, that creeps through any stitches. I hesitate. The strap of my bag digs into my shoulder. I should go to the library before closing time to return some books, borrow others, shut myself away in my room, prepare for the exams coming up, do them again and again under real conditions, seven hours for a theology essay, six hours on legal settlement. I should.

			I cross the crossroads and get on a bus, then another bus, then another. I’m running away. I’m putting as much distance as possible between Claire and me.

			On a seat reserved for people with reduced mobility, some kids (not yet marked) are opening bubble-gum wrappers to read the jokes hidden inside. I can’t hear their laughter, between two burst bubbles, but can tell they’re moronic. Did we laugh, Claire and I, when we were their age?

			The buses are packed at this time. My gray coat is crushed by a crowd of fluorescent anoraks. I look no one in the eye. Heavy metal at full volume. Since being an intern, I’ve recorded so many complaints, witnessed so many abuses, that it has reinforced what I already knew. People are totally incapable of respecting the Instincts of others. No kidding, what kind of society is this that requires Anti-Abuse squads in order to function? I don’t like my mark, even if I’m too much of a yes-woman to say it out loud. I don’t want people to know what I am, or how to exploit my vulnerability. And if I never look at others’ eyes, I do look at their marks, hypocritically, I’ll admit.

			A confidant can only really trust a confidant.

			I’ve arrived, at last. Ah, the upmarket neighborhoods . . . secure residences, covered pools, clean sidewalks, a kind of contrived countryside vibe, no red concrete or protest graffiti. The skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the South is so close here that I lose my balance while trying to glimpse the very top of it. It glitters with a thousand lights as dusk falls.

			I ring the doorbell of a villa. A camera swivels towards me. I hang about for a moment before January comes to open to me. He knows how much I hate hugs, but that doesn’t stop him from diving on me to hold me in his arms. I take in his fifteen piercings, his docile’s mark, his hi-tech headphones, his multicolored mohawk, his mocking lips, but I manage to dodge his eyes while he forcibly steals a kiss from me.

			We go through countless doors, all with automatic locks. I almost get knocked over by his huge poodle. It’s only once we’re in the sitting room, with its psychedelic patterns—on carpet, wallpaper, tablecloths, loose covers, lampshades—that we switch off our personal stereos as if synchronized. The tinnitus immediately bores into my left ear. There’s too much silence at January’s, soundproofing worse than at the School for Confidants.

			“I’m putting the TV on.”

			I select the music channel for us. It’s exactly the time when the test card gives way to the channel’s opening theme-tune. It only broadcasts sacrosanct video clips at the end of the day. I put the volume up enough to drown out my inner whistling.

			“A rare visit. To what do I owe the honor?”

			January respects the ten-word quota scrupulously. His remark isn’t at all reproachful, that’s not in his nature. No, his thing is teasing affection. A dimple appeared on his cheek when he was seven and has been there ever since.

			His poodle shoves his nose all over me. I sink back into the sofa’s polka dots, lose myself in the cushions’ triangles. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Coco-Rudy’s latest video. Too many sequins and too flashy for my liking, but I have to admit, the boy has a breathtaking voice, an Instinct that can scale octaves and go from deepest bass to lightest soprano. At this stage, I appreciate the simple fact of being able to listen to someone, just like that, without it being imposed by my own Instinct.

			“I was missing you,” I finally reply.

			“Claire more likely, no?”

			I already regret coming. Me and January, we understand each other to a degree that’s irritating. We don’t have remotely similar parents. Mine overprotect me and over-value me. I rarely phone them, never go to visit them over there, in the North-Northeast Sector, yet they still manage to marvel at everything I do. Oh, how conscientious she is, our perfect little Avril, oh, what good grades she gets, oh, what a lovely diploma she’ll receive, won’t she have great career, hey . . . For January, it was the exact opposite. His father spoilt him, though, of the two of us, it’s him who’s been most successful. His residence? A gift from the Very-Highs. They give one to every docile who puts him- or herself at their service.

			“Soon the next stage,” January tells me. “For both of you.”

			And he harps on, what’s more, with his dimple in the corner there. He’s slumped on a pouffe, right in front of me. His mohawk taunts me, a real provocation for my eyes, which I obstinately fix on my boots. No, I won’t look at his eyes. I never look at eyes.

			“Permission to exceed ten words, coz?”

			“I’ll allow you fifty.”

			“You’re making a good impression on them, up there. Not only with your bonus point in your file—because you don’t mix your Instinct with your feelings. You listen to everything without lapsing into empathy. Maybe I shouldn’t tell you, coz, but you’re being considered for an office of repute.”

			Exactly fifty. January’s words fire me up. They fire up that other me who isn’t really me, that gossip who voraciously devours all that’s said, that temptress who would push me to listen to the point of exhaustion. The pleasure rises, guiltily, then falls with the silence. The tinnitus has a field day. I’ve carried that noise inside me for so long, I’ve almost got used to it. The doctor recommended that I stop with the heavy metal if I want to keep my hearing. A confidant who can’t listen anymore, that’s a walking countdown.

			“Which office?” I ask.

			“The Judicial Administration of Goods and Instincts.”

			That’s good. That’s very good. For a confidant, it’s even excellent. I could never aspire to more, not with a mark like mine, an Instinct that saves no one.

			And yet, I feel no less angry.

			“We’re doing our exams in a week’s time. Claire will only just pass her diploma, which means a decent position, nothing more. Madam has never chased after bonus points. If she’d made an effort, if she’d really tried to make a good impression on the teachers, we could have entered that office together. She chose otherwise.”

			I can’t sit still anymore. I rush over to the bar—okay, I admit it, maybe I came for the bar a little, too—and pour myself a pastis. Claire is my own personal We. I grew up with her in the corner of my eye. She’s slipping away from me. I’m not sure why, exactly, but I realize now that she’s always slipped away from me.

			Second glass of pastis. No comparison with the insipid beers sanctioned by Instinct Admin that we swap in the dorm at School, no, this is real, hard liquor, impossible to buy in store without a privilege.

			“That compulsion she has of putting her interests—both our interests—after those of others. Her big thing, right now, is runaways.”

			“Runaways?” January asks, astonished. “You get those at the Office for Complaints?”

			“We get everything. But for Claire, no, no, they’re not runaways. It’s more serious than that. And of course, it’s up to her to take charge of it, not the authorities. She’s convinced she has . . . I don’t know . . . a mission. Sometimes I think she punishes herself.”

			I don’t know why I’m this angry with Claire. It goes back to our childhood. Already when I was little and would play with her, I’d experience bursts of hostility. Feel like biting her. A need to eat her. And the urge would disappear as fast as it came, without Claire suspecting a thing. I’ve grown out of it since, but I still occasionally find myself staring at her curves and feeling a very old appetite rising within me.

			I swivel ’round towards January.

			“Is that why you broke up, the two of you?” I ask him. “Permission to exceed ten words.”

			My question is indiscreet. If January never told me about their relationship, it’s because he didn’t want to. He’s switched off the TV—shush, Coco-Rudy—and is leaning on his elbows at the bar. I don’t look at his eyes, but clearly see the dimple fading from his cheek.

			“What’s between Claire and me is between Claire and me. For the rest, it’s her you should talk to.”

			I’m angry with myself. It’s the first time I’ve turned up at my cousin’s since the beginning of the year. If he’s my only family here, I’m his, too. Since Claire, he hasn’t dated anyone, and it’s starting to drag on.

			Suits me fine to play at being abandoned, too.

			I avoid his eyes, but gaze at his face, with its mark of the docile.

			January only leaves his luxurious residence if the Very-Highs of the South require him to. Since he left our building in the North-Northeast Sector, he belongs to them. It was either them, or his father, the choice was quickly made. January has never said it, and I’ll never say it either, because it’s taboo, but he has a really, really, really awful Instinct. Worse than mine. And what doesn’t help matters is, his Instinctive range is really, really, really huge. Worse than mine. I feel guilty as hell whenever I have this thought. I’m offending the We. It’s others’ fault, our marks are supposed to protect us from abuse, no kidding, I can almost understand there being parents crazy enough, or too proud, to cheat over the marking of their kid, even if they risk prison.

			“You’re spot on, coz. It isn’t to you that I should talk about that. Are you still being treated well at the Very-Highs’ place?”

			“Lots of teleworking, a few orders to carry out, nothing insurmountable. I can do what I want with my free time.”

			January always takes care only to speak once he’s sure I’ve finished my sentence. Sometimes, I’ve been interrupted by, or accidentally spoken at the same time as, a complainant; it’s a dreadful experience. You become aphasic, incapable of even remembering how to utter a word. A bit like being in a car that suddenly brakes.

			I look at his videotexes. Four just for him! He’s stuck colorful labels all over them.

			“How d’you spend it, your free time?”

			January’s smile is a bit weird, but at least he’s got it back.

			“I chat. I collect.”

			“No kidding? What d’you collect? Dodgy décors?”

			It does me good to hear him bursting into laughter. His poodle won’t stop scratching at the door of the cellar.

			“I don’t take her outside often enough,” January apologizes.

			He’s trained her to use a cat’s litter tray. Poor creature. I sometimes think that, despite what we’ve been taught since the dawn of time, our Instincts are worth that much more than those of animals.

			“I’ll make you up a bed.”

			“No, I’ll be getting back. I didn’t inform the School I’d be spending the night away.”

			

			I sense that January isn’t very keen on my response. That way he has of pulling on his nostril piercing, I know it well. It’s his Instinct. He may not be a Saint himself, but he’s party to their secrets. There’s something he wants, but that he can’t say. He’s been given an order; or rather, a ban. He’s searching for the words to get around it.

			“They’ve reinforced the patrols.”

			“I have nothing to hide.”

			“You shouldn’t go out alone.”

			“I’m an adult and vaccinated.”

			“Stay here.”

			“Go shit.”

			It’s a joke. I realize too late that it’s mainly a mistake. An enormous mistake. January shoots off; a door slams; the bathroom door. His poodle leaves the cellar door to follow him. Never, ever use the imperative to a docile.

			I was feeling better. I feel worse. Third glass.

			I stand outside the bathroom. I try not to listen to what I’ve triggered. The smell is appalling. Abuse of an Instinct. So much for perfect little Avril.

			“January?”

			“Shit!”

			I’d like to ask him to forgive me and not to denounce me, but that would be adding new imperatives, which he could do nothing but obey. Like his idiot of a father.

			“I shouldn’t have.”

			“And it’s you who . . . shit! You should know! Shit, Avril!”

			I take his insults, no choice. Finally, he shuts up, I grab my bag and put my headphones back on: too late, from his washbasin, January screams at me again to stay. Furious, or frightened, I don’t know. An interruption: I switch my heavy metal on at full volume and leave. I go back through all those doors. I’m running away again.

			The truth is that, this evening, I want to sleep in my room, beside Claire, while I still can.

			 

		

	
		
			THEM

			Eleven years earlier

			 

			“Mommy. Avril isn’t here during the vacation. And January’s being punished, his daddy’s forbidden him to go out. Will you play with me?”

			“I’m busy.”

			“You’re always busy.”

			“The busier I am, the more bills I pay.”

			“Can I play outside?”

			“No.”

			“But Mommy!”

			“I said no, Claire. You must never go outside without me, or your father. Outside, there are people, and they could realize that you . . . Anyhow, no.”

			“But I’ll carry my personal stereo the whole time! I’m really good at pretending.”

			“What don’t you understand when I say no? It’s complicated enough already with the neighbors and the school.”

			“Right. Can I play here, in the workshop with you?”

			“Definitely not. You’ll damage my customers’ instruments. Go up and see your father.”

			“He’s sung. Now, he’s sleeping. And when he’s not sleeping, he sings again.”

			“He works at night. Me, I work during the day. That’s life.”

			“And what about my life?”

			 

			*

			 

			“Phew, you scared me! With your face there, between the bars of the banister . . . Are you bored, too? Mommy said she was still busy.”

			“ . . . ”

			“And Daddy’s still sleeping.”

			“ . . . ”

			“And Avril isn’t back yet.”

			“ . . . ”

			“And January’s still punished.”

			“ . . . ”

			“Right. Will you play with me?”

			“ . . . ”

			

			“Don’t worry, we’ve got almost the whole building to ourselves. I don’t need to pretend with my personal stereo. January and his father, they never come down from the top floor. And the others have all gone away on vacation. Apart from us. Us, we never go away anywhere. It’s no fun.”

			“ . . . ”

			“You’re not much fun, either. You talk even less than Avril, and Avril, she almost doesn’t speak at all. I miss January! Have you got nothing to say to me, or what?”

			“ . . . ”

			“Don’t worry. We’ll have fun all the same. I’m going to show you a game. Watch what I do, you’ll try after. You have to put your tummy on the banister. Like this. You must hold on tight. Like this. You cross your legs, feet against bum. Like this. And you let yourself slide. Like this!”

			“ . . . ”

			“Did you watch me carefully? Wait, wait, I’ll come back up and do it again! Watch carefully one more time. Like this!”

			“ . . . ”

			“You’ve nothing to fear. Just let yourself slide down to the bottom. Down to me.”

			“ . . . ”

			“I’ll catch you, promise, you won’t be able to fall.”

			“ . . . ”

			“D’you want me to show you again?”

			“ . . . ”

			“Okay, okay. I’ll come back up to you, hold on. Right. Why are you looking at me like that? You really don’t want to tr . . . ”

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			But look at what?

			“It bugs them.”

			Goliath throws that at me like a punch. No hi, no how’s things. He flattens himself against the door he’s just slammed behind him. We can’t move, neither of us, without playing at bumper cars. Two in a phone box, that’s one too many, but hey, it’s not like we have much choice. A confidant never chatters in public. I sometimes think that I really could have picked a different Instinct for myself.

			I adjust my headphones around my neck.

			“Who bugs whom?”

			“The third murmur bugs Instinct Admin.”

			I understand that, by extension, it also bugs Goliath. I’m flat against the glass, the phone’s digging into my flesh. Our eyes dart out, between all the green streaks. This booth is the most tagged in the neighborhood: one can (just about) see without being seen—which explains the carpet of cigarette butts at our feet. Pages of the phone book have been turned into paper hens.

			Opposite our hiding place, the young athletes leave the gymnasium and wait for the bus that will take them back to the Schools. Sports bags slung over shoulders, muscles taut as an African drum, and not one of them messing around, it’s a fine thing, discipline.

			“Did you get to look around the gym?” I ask.

			“No. But I think I know where it is.”

			I stumble on Goliath’s jagged profile. A nose broken time and again and patched up time and again. He looks like a boxer who’s thrown himself into the ring for so long, he’s forgotten how to get out of it again.

			Partners.

			Since our handshake, I feel lucky and nervous and exhilarated all at once. But here, right now, mainly lucky. The gymnasium is reserved, as a priority, for those pupils whose Instinct demands a robust physical constitution. Confidants have access to just one slot in the timetable: Thursday, between nine and eleven in the morning, precisely during our shorthand lesson—which is obligatory, otherwise it would be no fun.

			Goliath, as a protector, can come and go in the gym as he pleases.

			“I did my body-building after classes and before my shift, during the lunch break. One of the changing rooms is out of bounds, I noticed it right away. The ‘D’ room. I tried to nose around, but there were two demystifiers right there who turned me away. Claiming that the ‘D’ changing room was in no fit state. (Fit state for what? They didn’t tell me.) And I’d have to wait until the cleaning team had been in tonight . . . If, up there, they’re sending demystifiers to the gym, that murmur must be seriously bothering them.”

			My blood started to yo-yo. Goliath tells me that as if it’s of no consequence. To him maybe. Demystifiers’ Instinct is activated when in contact with liars, and I’m the ultimate in duplicity. Well, it could have been worse; they could have been identifiers. Thank goodness they’re rare, that lot, or I’d have remained shut away at my mother’s. 

			“Tonight? They’ll erase the murmur. It’s this evening or never.”

			Goliath is breathing heavily. This phone booth isn’t designed for his build. Even if I still don’t know which instrument he is, an organ suddenly comes to mind.

			“You’re sure it’s going to lead us to the untraceables?”

			“Yes.”

			I’m sure of nothing at all, I’ve got the jitters, but lying is what I do best. Find us. Find the yellow door. It’s exactly as I feared. Instinct Admin wants to suppress the whole business.

			“I tried to find out more on my side, too,” I say. “Total fiasco. Yellow doors, apart from those in our cafeteria, I can’t think of that many. And as for the third murmur, nothing has filtered through. Instinct Admin gives no details on videotex, just the date and location. If there were any witnesses, they’re being super discreet. As for the murmurers themselves, pointless to count on them.”

			“The amnesia of the murmur, hey?” Goliath comments. “It could be me and I wouldn’t remember a thing about it.”

			I smile at him.

			“Can only go and see for ourselves.”

			“Once they’ve all left, yeah.”

			Goliath is spreading condensation everywhere. He contorts himself to wipe the glass with his sleeve, for want of skin. Through the tags, the gymnasium is emptying in dribs and drabs, with one bus following another. It will soon be closing time. I take the chance to change the batteries of my personal stereo, like a good little confidant would.

			“Nobody likes to remain in the dark.”

			Goliath caught me completely off guard. Is he still going on about what I told him the day before yesterday, on the cemetery mound?

			I smile. 

			

			“That’s lucky. I am nobody.”

			“Stop that right now, jeez!”

			Goliath throws me an uppercut look. Impossible to dodge, I’m stuck here, in all directions. His anger staggers me.

			“You’re at it again! You’re not playing fair!”

			He hits where it hurts, and he hits hard, on that shame inside, right on what didn’t want to be born with me. I’d like to reply to him. Yes, Goliath, yes, I have to hide what I am well, because you see, Goliath, all on my own, I contradict Instinct Admin’s first principle—Everyone has an Instinct—from which stem all the laws, all that you believe in, it’s a hole in your great human symphony, a hole in the score of the world, and you know, Goliath, this hole swallows up those who get too close to it, even almost swallowed me up, too, but rest assured, Goliath, yes, rest assured, the hole was born with me and it will disappear with me.

			“You’re right. I don’t like the dark. But I’m scared of the light.”

			“Okay. That I can understand. It’s beyond me, but I understand.”

			A silence, a glance through the glass, then Goliath mutters:

			“Sorry. For hollering. I always speak too loud.”

			“I like that.”

			It just came out. Not sure how Goliath does it, but each time we meet, he cracks me a bit more. All the same, he looks even more embarrassed than me.

			“That’s because you’re a confidant. It’s the pits, your Instinct.”

			“Says the guy who’s lost his arms.”

			For once, I stop myself from smiling. Goliath has a weird grin. His eyes fall to our feet, and on a scoobie keyring someone’s dropped in the booth.

			“I lost them saving my tenth life. But not because of my Instinct. Not entirely.”

			I stare at him. I listen to him. He hesitates. Will he tell me?

			Yes:

			“Protectors nearly all have a short range. Mine is nine feet. A gift from the We, a matter of survival. I was an intern. When I saw this poor guy getting his jacket caught in the grinder, he was beyond my range. My trainer ordered me not to move. I disobeyed. I rushed forward until my Instinct was triggered. Do you see? I chose to put myself in a situation where I’d no longer have the choice.”

			A silence. Rather long. Almost vibrant. Goliath dissects the scoobie with his eyes, being unable to do so with real fingers. I’m tingling all over. When for once it’s in me, in me alone, not in my mark, that someone decides to confide, it had to be him. Partners.

			“Did you know what you were about to sacrifice?”

			Goliath’s weird grin broadens.

			“I didn’t give it a second’s thought. I merely saw an occasion not to be missed. That’s another aspect of teaming up with me, you’ve been warned. Hey, at last, the gym’s closing.”

			We press our noses to the glass. The last bus has left. Outside the gate of the gym, the janitor is talking with the two demystifiers. From where we are, it’s impossible to see the Instinct Admin halo pinned on their collars, but they’re recognizable by their dark glasses and white suits and ties. After a time that seems like forever to me, the demystifiers leave in a limousine and the janitor closes the gate behind him.

			I’m playing a dangerous game. I feel a bit bad about dragging Goliath into it.

			“If our little plan fails, you risk getting a malus point.”

			“You as much as me. Have you changed your mind?”

			“No.”

			“Me neither. Let’s go.”

			Whether transgressing or not, as soon as it’s about saving lives, Goliath is brave as hell. His fervor is catching. I put my headphones on. My costume. Ears covered, mark on face, and hey presto, I’m a confidant in the eyes of the world. In his eyes.

			We exit the booth.

			It’s starting to get dark. The air is seriously damp, but here, close to the sea, it’s never really cold. The sky is a strangely harmonious blend of indigo, orange, and pink. Rap pulsates in my ears, giving rhythm to my heels. We use the crosswalk. A patrol car passes by. They linger on Goliath—without his School’s blazer, he has the look of a gangster—but seem reassured by his protector’s mark, then, ignoring me, move on. When it comes to invisibility, I have years of practice. 

			We reach the gym’s gate, Goliath rings the entry phone.

			I check my personal stereo at the waist of my skirt. Or pretend to. With my thumb, I lower the volume; just enough to be able to hear.

			“What is it?” the entry phone splutters.

			Goliath moves closer to the mic.

			“Open up for me.”

			The entry phone guffaws.

			“Posing as sports-mad are you? You can do extra time tomorrow, son. I’ve just switched on the alarm.”

			

			“I haven’t come for that. I’ve left some gear behind. Open up.”

			“Can’t it wait? My soap’s about to start.”

			“It’s my lubricant. For the prostheses.”

			A silence. Goliath hammers on the bell.

			“Come on! It pulls on my nerves, I won’t sleep all night. Just open up.”

			I’m not convinced by his strategy, but I’m not supposed to be listening, either. I stare at my bangs.

			Click. The gate is open. I dive into the car park and hide just in time behind the dumpsters. The janitor has left his flat to come and meet Goliath; as expected.

			“Don’t take long, son.”

			He deactivates the alarm, opens the door to the gym, and enters before Goliath. I follow them from a distance. No stairs, phew. The janitor leaves the lights off in the gym itself. His flashlight sweeps the marking lines on the floor. A smell of parquet, sweat, and rubber.

			“Where d’you leave it, your oilcan?”

			“In changing room ‘A’.”

			I turn my rap right down. If I’d been a real confidant and really had the range I claim to have, I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself from listening to them, at the risk of forgetting the plan. The janitor sticks to Goliath like a leech—as expected. I wait behind a basket of balls, then slip behind them in the changing room corridor.

			Only the “A” has lights on:

			“Get a move on, son, my soap’s waiting for me.”

			“It’s not here.”

			“What isn’t?”

			“My oil. It’s not in my locker.”

			“I should’ve switched the video recorder on.”

			Goliath drags everything out with the janitor—as expected. My turn now.

			At the end of the corridor, behind some security tapes: changing room “D.” I shimmy under the “Do not enter” sign. The place is in the dark. A street lamp sneaks slivers of light in between the blinds. Benches. Lockers. Dumbbells. Sinks. Towels. Everything’s spotless, tidy, in order.

			No murmur. That, on the other hand, wasn’t expected.

			In changing room “A,” Goliath is keeping up his act:

			“It should be here, jeez.”

			“Son, in the name of the We, we’re not spending the night here. The cleaning team could turn up any moment. They have something or other to do in changing room ‘D.’ I’ll be in trouble if I’m not at my post.”

			“I’m not leaving without my oil. Has someone swiped it, or what?”

			“Whoa. Watch what you say and particularly who you say it to. Under my watch, no one swipes nothing from no one.”

			Goliath warned me about the janitor. He’s a theft preventer, with a range of a hundred and twenty-five feet. If I take away even a bit of soap, his Instinct will wake up and we’ll be toast. I mustn’t touch a thing, just look, and look quickly.

			But look at what?

			I listen with all my eyes, I listen to the darkness of the walls and mirrors, I who am even darker, I listen to forget my own silence, I hear Goliath’s voice in the distance, I don’t want to disappoint him, even if he does give my Miss Good Front mask a hard time, I listen and I search, I search and I find.

			The murmur isn’t in the dark. It’s in the light.

			Lines hover through the light from the street lamp outside. I lift the blinds up from the windows. All the panes are scratched. Hundreds of craft-knife slashes on glass, gouged by athletes in a trance. It makes me feel like I did at the beach, the same jubilant shaking, a terror full of promises that I swallow whole. Message received.

			I pull an old Polaroid camera out of my bag. Flash. Instant development. I leave just as I came, leave changing room “D,” leave behind me the voices of Goliath and the janitor. I’m outside. I walk in the street and breathe the night in, between my teeth. I don’t understand everything yet, but I recognize the third murmur and I sense, I know, that it was aimed at me. The We on familiar terms with me. I’m starting to believe that what I am—what I’m not—has a meaning.

			I turn up the volume of my rap and look out for Goliath beside our phone booth. Very soon, he’ll give up on an oilcan he never lost. Our investigation will really be able to start. And conclude.

			The dial of my watch reflects revolving lights into my eyes. A Virtuous van has pulled up in front of me. I heard nothing coming with my personal stereo on.

			A window winds down. I’m handed a piece of paper.

			“Get in.”

			 

			 

			The doubt lingers

			

			There’s just one rule.

			I sometimes skip a lesson or two, I doodle in the margins, I study half-heartedly, I cheek-kiss half-heartedly, I get passable grades, I do small favors, I leave the big causes to Avril, I do my hours at the Office for Complaints, I give advice, but not my opinion, I attend nearly all parties, I take a drag from the butts I’m offered, I always accept the first beer, I politely decline the second, I don’t get involved with arguments over the bill, I flirt in the dark corners, an alcohol-fueled kiss, an awkward embrace, and when I leave to return to my room, no one notices my absence and everyone has already forgotten my name.

			I respect the rule. I don’t attract attention.

			And yet, this evening, I’m sitting at the back of Instinct Admin’s van. I can’t hear a thing due to my personal stereo, but I can’t feel any vibration under my bum. They haven’t driven off yet. A handcuffed druggy hovers beside me. The inside light’s bulb flickers; I’m the hostage of a storm.

			The Virtuous woman sits on the bench opposite. An “I” badge maybe, but she’ll soon be an Angel, going by the number of chevrons on her uniform. She looks like a drum. How many lives has she stopped in order to save others? She bears the protectors’ mark, but I don’t feel at all protected at this precise moment.

			She indicates to me to switch off my personal stereo.

			“It’s sound-proofed,” she says, tapping the black glass. “How old are you, confidant?”

			“It’s all on my card.”

			“We’ll return it to you after. My colleagues are checking your matriculation number. A pupil at the School for Confidants, then. So, why alone, outdoors, on a weekday, at this hour?”

			The Virtuous woman pauses between each sentence, each comma, almost. She respects the ten-word quota. What a joke, as if I’d choose to put my headphones back on during questioning. She studies my mark so closely, it makes me sweat. She can’t. Not with the naked eye. No one can guess that it’s counterfeit, not after the price my mother paid, not after those hours of pain in a secret office.

			“I’ll soon be an adult. In less than a month. It’s on my card.”

			I have a habit of hiding behind my smile, but here, in front of this Virtuous woman, it would be a very bad strategy. I let just enough nervousness show so as not to ring false. I put my handbag down between my boots as if casually. The photo of the third murmur is still inside it. Couldn’t be more compromising. If they were to see it, what would they deduce? Now I’m fighting gastric reflux.

			“When are your exams?”

			“In eight days.”

			“Pretty nails. Which polish?”

			“Camellia pink.”

			“All going well at School?”

			“Yes.”

			“Would you like some water?”

			“No thanks.”

			“You’re not revising?”

			“I am. Between breaks.”

			“What music are you listening to?”

			This is jumping all over the place, I do my best to follow her. A confidant listens to everything that’s said to him or her, whatever the circumstances, and never asks: “What was the question again?” Beside me, the druggy is dropping off; only his safety belt stops him from keeling over. I focus on the drool dangling from his chin. What the hell am I doing here?

			A walkie-talkie hisses from the Virtuous woman’s hip.

			“We’ve got another one out here.”

			She presses the button:

			“Another pupil?”

			“Yes, I’m checking his card. He says he’s with the confidant.”

			Behind that voice, another voice; a booming voice.

			“Get him in here.”

			The doors open, then close again. Goliath crashes onto a seat. His eyes search mine through the flickering light. I guess at his silent questions, move my head to answer him. Did I find the third murmur? Yes. Have I sold us out? No. What do they want from us? I haven’t the foggiest idea.

			The van sets off. The Virtuous woman turns to Goliath.

			“I know you. You’re the daredevil from the School of Protection. The one who lost both arms.”

			She takes one of her gloves off. Three fingers out of five are mechanical.

			“A protector must learn to protect him- or herself.”

			She pauses repeatedly for my Instinct, but I notice her eyes darting back and forth between Goliath and me. In them, I detect an unspoken prejudice. A protector has no business being with a confidant.

			As for Goliath, he’s focusing on her Virtuous badge. And oozing admiration and envy.

			“Okay. So, you know we weren’t doing anything wrong. Why pick us up? Can’t one date in peace anymore?”

			“It’s me who asks the questions. Is it true what they say? You want to embrace the path to sanctification?”

			“A bit, yeah.”

			“In your final year, too?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Come of age?”

			“Twenty-two days ago.”

			“How many lives have you saved?”

			“Ten.”

			“Tough. Failing so close to the target. Just for a single life.”

			“I’ve failed nothing at all. I gained a thirty-day dispensation.”

			“Be realistic. You won’t get your eleventh life in time. Do you realize what you’re risking by hanging around outdoors at an ungodly hour with your little friend here? You really want to be hit with a malus point just before your diploma?”

			Goliath breaks into a laugh that reveals a metal bridge. Pity’s sake, I hope he’ll have the good sense to shut up.

			He doesn’t:

			“I’ll soon be a Virtuous. You’ve not heard the last of me.”

			“Saving lives can’t, generally, be planned that much in advance.”

			The Virtuous woman stares at us through the flickering light from the bulb. Goliath sniffs smugly, but he’s fouled up and he knows it. I think she provoked him on purpose. I think she knows about the untraceables. I think she takes us for snoopers, and liars, and maybe even for accomplices. I think she’s going to open my bag, see the photo of the third murmur, and hand us over to the demystifiers. Or worse, to an identifier, who won’t need to ask me a single question to discover that, mark or no mark, I’m an imposter. I think they’ll all see me as a mistake to be corrected, a horror to be erased. I think of that staircase where I thought I’d died once before. I think it’s the end. For me. For my mother. Maybe even for Goliath. For all those who had the misfortune of getting too close to me.

			“Some good advice, rookie. Revise.”

			The van screeches to a halt. The Virtuous throw us out, Goliath, my bag, and me. They return our cards to us and then speed off. The flashing lights disappear at the next bend. We’re at the crossroads, between the red façades of our Schools. No one in the streets but us. So I forgot to switch my personal stereo back on.

			“The Virtuous are offering a school bus service now?” Goliath quips. “Don’t know who that’s most humiliating for. Hey, where you going?”

			Into the trash can of a bus shelter.

			Head first.

			I throw up. 

			Goliath holds out my bag. I try to grab a handkerchief, a mint lozenge, but can’t, my fingers are shaking so much, I don’t want to be watched, not like this, not by him.

			He repeats what he said to the Virtuous woman:

			“We’re not doing anything wrong.”

			It’s supposed to be an assertion, it sounds more like a question. His fists are pushing his sweatshirt pockets out of shape; the metal gleams through a hole. I think what he mainly wants to know is whether we were right to hide what we’re doing and what we know. He reappraises me under the drab light of the bus shelter. Delves under my skin. I see doubt deep in his eyes, a doubt that I must sweep away before it’s too late. Insert some honesty into my hypocrisy.

			“That was my first time.”

			“The patrol? I’m checked out almost every week. Not just me: anyone hanging around in the neighborhood. Makes you wonder how the untraceables managed to slip through the net.”

			I put on a bright smile and take the photo out of my bag. It’s not great, but one can make out the letters scratched with craft knives on the windows of changing room “D.”

			 

			FIND THE INDIVIDUAL

			 

			Goliath’s body slumps.

			“That’s it, the third murmur?”

			“Yes.”

			I can tell he’s seriously disappointed. And pretty shocked, too.

			“It explains the cover-up at the gym. Kind of bad publicity, indivi-thingies, nothing worse.”

			Even just saying the word. Instinct Admin might permit the use of the word “me,” and its derivatives, in everyday life, but there are words such as that one that have gained a very unpleasant connotation and can’t be uttered casually. Individualism rhymes with anarchism.

			I tap the photo.

			

			“This individual: either he or she is our abductor, or else knows our abductor. But I’m leaning towards the abductor. Just need to find that person, then.”

			“I was expecting something more specific, all the same,” Goliath grumbles. “An address with a zip code and floor number.”

			“We just have to step up our efforts. We’re almost there!”

			I can’t do it. My enthusiasm is falling flat. My legs are shaking too much, my teeth taste of vomit. Goliath isn’t taken in. A partnership break-up seems inevitable.

			I try to retrieve whatever I can:

			“I’m going to do some research. Tomorrow, same time? At the Saint-Monde? To avoid the round-ups?”

			“Okay.”

			I hesitate. Goliath does, too. The doubt remains.

			“Bye.”

			“Yup.”

			I head straight for my School, drowning myself in the darkness of the park, merging into the shadows of the cypresses, music blaring, longing for a scalding shower, needing to dissolve myself.

			Goliath suddenly looms up in front of me. Such a fright! I lift up a headphone.

			“I fucked up. With that Virtuous woman. It won’t happen again.”

			It sounds more like a command than an apology, but I feel as if I’ve lost half my body weight in one fell swoop. It’s not me Goliath is doubtful about; it’s my opinion of him. My personal opinion. Yes.

			“That’s not all,” he adds very quickly. “You did well at the gym. You weren’t seen, or heard. No cock-ups. Just saying.”

			Something happens that doesn’t happen to me often. I smile unawares, a real smile, which almost feels a bit painful.

			I promise him:

			“We’re going to find them. You and me.”

			Goliath pulls the drawstrings of his hood, a sharp tug that leaves only his eyebrows showing, then he races off. I watch him go, between the lawn lights, just as I often did from behind the double glazing.

			I feel like running, too. I’m totally invigorated. Fear, gone!

			I enter the door code at the rear entrance to my School. The hall is deserted, unsurprisingly. Not that it’s that late, but everyone’s shut themselves away to revise; and those who aren’t revising shut themselves away to loaf around. As for our School’s Head, he doesn’t give a damn what we do.

			

			I make the most of no one being around to check my inbox on the communal videotex. Whoa, I’ve been bombarded with messages.

			Still no news of Samuel.

			I told you not to look for him.

			That was cowardly.

			Don’t stop looking for him, pls.

			And if possible, find him. 

			Oh, and I contacted the Anti-Abuse squad.

			For you know what.

			It’ll change nothing.

			But maybe not as nothing as all that.

			Thanks, Claire.

			By the way, it’s Béatrice here.

			I stare at the green screen in the half-light of the hall, then type on the keyboard:

			You’re not cowardly.

			I switch off the videotex. I’m not sure I deserve Béatrice’s thanks, but they pump me up even more. Detour via the vending machine. I get sodas, chips, cookies, all illusions of junk food, reduced in sugar and salt, a real taste of too little.

			I’m hungry.

			It isn’t that old need to fill myself up, no, I’m hungry like never before in my life. I avoided the demystifiers, Béatrice came out of her apartment, I have a trail of fire from the We, and I have a partner, a partner who speaks loudly, sure, but who speaks all the same, and who listens, and asks for more.

			Worth celebrating.

			I tear open a pack of crackers. Celebration aside, Goliath makes a good point. How does the abductor—the individual—manage to snatch away pupils under the noses of the Virtuous? I couldn’t wander alone in the street for five minutes, once it’s dark, without being picked up. They’re trying to stifle the affair, up there, that’s a fact, maybe to avoid widespread panic or mass desertion, or whatever, but all the same, yes, all the same they’re on high alert.

			And the untraceables remain untraced.

			I crack open a lemon soda while waiting for the elevator. The bottle’s empty by the time I reach my room. I close the door, switch off the personal stereo.

			“You’re replacing me?”

			Avril is sitting at my desk, without headphones, without heavy metal, just in fleece pajamas that give her the deceptive look of a soft toy. This is an event. The last time we had a conversation, a real one, voice to voice, we were, what, sixteen years old?

			I’ve got a bad feeling.

			“That protector you hang about with. Is he my successor? Or January’s, perhaps?”

			Avril throws me a quick look, before focusing on her slippers again. Well, bravo. I’m not the only one to spy from windows.

			I search for an answer, and a good one. There isn’t one.

			“What’s with these questions?”

			“I’m going to exceed the ten words. Put your headphones back on if you refuse.”

			I do nothing, but the fear is back. Avril purses her lips. Her flute-like body doesn’t spill over the chair. She’s so narrow, so intense, it’s like the minuscule space of my room becomes even smaller around her.

			“We’ve known each other since forever. Except, in fact, we don’t know each other at all. We grew up together in the North-Northeast Sector. You slept over at mine, I slept over at yours, we spent our recesses together, we exchanged our cassettes, we traveled to the South Sector on the same train, we replicated at this School what we’d done at elementary school, we reformed our old duo, we played at being model class reps, we wrote each other thousands of messages. But I don’t know you. I haven’t the slightest fucking idea who you are, what you want. You’re a pilotfish that pilots nothing. You look for a slipstream, you stick around, you take root, you’re there without being there. You think you care about others, forever worrying about the shadows under our eyes and our tears, but you use our lives to avoid living your own. In a week, I’ll have my diploma, you might have yours, I’ll have my career, you might have yours, and you’re freaking out, hey, aren’t you freaking out? It was so comfortable, not having to be, so quick, quick, let’s find a replacement for Avril, an ambitious guy who’ll be only too happy to garner the laurels for two. And you know what? That suits me fine.”

			Avril stands up without letting me get a word in. Before closing the door behind her, she concludes:

			“Because living with you, Claire, is like being all alone.”

			I lie on the bed. Gaze at the ceiling. Gorge on chips. Not hungry at all anymore.

			 

			

			 

			The face on the stairs

			I empty my third cup. I should avoid coffee after five o’clock, but I have nothing better to keep my mind clear. Headache, nausea. Today was our last day of lessons before revision week; I spent it avoiding the looks that Avril never directed at me anyway. And since this morning, I have my period, because, yes, otherwise it wouldn’t be funny.

			Knocking at the door. Sounds like a frying pan: it’s Goliath. I switch on my music, for the time it takes him to join me in the privacy booth, jamming in a muscle here, unjamming a bolt there, until he’s squeezed in between the advertising posters, wedged on the banquette opposite, his feet on mine.

			“Couldn’t get here earlier,” he says. “Had to sit through speeches, hymns, and fifty-odd commendations. And then my Head wouldn’t get off my case. How I mustn’t mess up now, must grind for theology, bla bla bla.”

			“Does she know? About our investigation?”

			“Nope. She’s a full-time troublemaker. Anyhow. Have you learnt anything about our indivi-thingy?”

			I sense that Goliath is less detached than he’s letting on. And yet I know he attaches more importance to his tally of lives than to his exam grades. It struck me when the protector woman needled him in the van. For him, becoming a Virtuous, before being an ambition, before being a destiny, is a necessity. I compensate for my lack of an Instinct, but him, what’s he compensating for (tacky innuendo aside)? But I keep my question to myself. If I stray onto that territory, and I long to, things will get far too personal between us. Too close. Too like January.

			Shush, Avril, shush.

			I open my file. My personal stereo purrs against me; I make the most of any time out to rewind my cassettes.

			“I don’t get breaks during my shifts, but I managed to rummage in a few files. I found some interesting complaints.”

			I place a printout on the table between us. The paper absorbs the coffee rings left by my cups.

			“Not really complaints, in fact. Denunciations. Several pupils came to us and reported—anonymously, of course—the existence of secret meetings in the Schools neighborhood. Highly subversive meetings. I bet you that’s where we’ll nab our ‘individual.’ Trouble is, no one says where or when they’re held, these meetings. All I got hold of was a rallying sign. Hold on . . . ”

			

			I search for the photocopy of a drawing. Goliath leans his thick eyebrows over it.

			“A crossed-out circle?”

			“That’s what I thought, at first. But it’s not a circle. It’s a halo. Basically: ‘Down with Instinct Administration.’ Apparently, they even go so far as getting it tattooed on their bodies. A bit like their personal mark. A mark they’ve chosen.”

			“Lousy anarchists. I’d chuck them all in the clink.”

			Goliath wants to push the paper away with disgust; his mechanical fingers tear it.

			“Jeez, we’re getting nowhere! What’s the next move? We knock on all the Schools’ doors, preferably yellow ones, hey, until we fall on a gathering of morons?”

			I put away all my bits of paper. Feel even more crumpled than them. I’m about to retreat, strategically, behind Miss Good Front—sure Goliath, you’re right, Goliath—but maybe because of him, maybe because of Avril, probably both, I suddenly jump my own rails.

			“It’s not much, I’ll give you that, but I’m doing what I can and, I believe, not that badly. Don’t take it out on me, thanks. What’s your problem?”

			Goliath knocks the booth’s bulb with his forehead. The swirling light keeps hitting his eyes. In them I see surprise, then humiliation, then a yielding. I envy him, right now, with an intensity that takes my breath away. I envy his transparency. He reveals all of himself, in spite of himself, he’s truer than I’ll ever be.

			“Isn’t here.”

			“What? Who?”

			“The other girl. Flo. Florence. We’ve not spoken again since . . . you know.”

			The great screaming match on the sidewalk, yes. I can still see them. Her busy eating cockroaches, him trying to stop her.

			“Might she be with her parents?”

			Goliath’s jaw jerks up, skeptically.

			“You don’t know the bird. The Saint-Monde is her nest. Her boogers are on every videotex. Except she’s not there. And according to the manager, hasn’t been for what’s starting to be ages. And to cap it all, she could have helped us, Flo. It’s her who dug up the untraceables for me. Those little meetings of anarchists, she’d have tackled them with a few clicks of the keyboard. That she’s avoiding me, fine, but she could’ve, I dunno, left me a note or something . . . ”

			

			I listen to him attentively, without interrupting him—a confidant never cuts in—and I wait until he’s finished to reply to his only real question.

			“She doesn’t fit the profile.”

			Goliath says nothing. Waits for more.

			“She doesn’t fit the profile,” I repeat. “She isn’t a pupil. She hasn’t come of age. She’s neither Lucie, nor Samuel, nor Anne, nor Paul, nor Thérèse, nor Vincent, nor Martha, nor Joachim.”

			“She’s lost. Like them.”

			His voice is slightly halting. It’s the first time I sense him being scared and it throws me. I search, quick, quick, for something to make him strong again.

			“She’s a teen. Our abductor has never gone for minors. He only targets unattached people for whom no one feels responsible. She doesn’t fit the profile,” I insist, seeing Goliath gritting his teeth, “but you can report her disappearance right now. On this number,” I say, uncapping a pen (let’s hope he doesn’t notice I’m shaking.) “There’s a phone here at the Saint-Monde. Tell them all you know about Florence. Because she isn’t alone. She’s got you.”

			I must stop there, not say the words that are too much, keep the right distance. Avril is, intolerably, right.

			But even so:

			“She’s got us.”

			Goliath seems to be breathing easier. I stick my Post-it note on his hand, which instantly contracts, a chain reaction of cogs.

			“Okay. She doesn’t fit the profile. Okay.”

			We leave the privacy booth. Barely have I switched on my personal stereo before I put it on pause. No jukebox, no pinball machines. The Saint-Monde is even more empty than when I arrived. With exams approaching, all the squatters have vacated the place for the library nearby, as if all putting on a spurt at the same time. The urgency of the last chance.

			Only the manager remains, head in hands, bent over his ledger. Goliath goes to the back room to make the call, Post-it still stuck on prosthesis. I wait for him at the bar, where I order a fourth coffee. I shouldn’t. I show off in front of him, but I’ve got cramps in my stomach and electricity in my veins. I hope I’m not giving him false hopes.

			I glance at the manager’s ledger. Don’t need to be a math whizz to work out that he’s going bankrupt.

			I give him a tip.

			

			“Too late.”

			The manager raises puffy eyes in my direction. Too many white nights, too many black days, and all that to end up in the red. The old bandoneon’s worn out. His helper’s mark has almost faded along with him.

			“Sorry to bother you, but have you ever had any customers with this tattoo?”

			I show him what remains of the drawing torn by Goliath. The crossed-out halo can only just be made out. The manager stares at it without a word. I sense he’s vaguely annoyed, but his Instinct prevents him from sending me packing.

			“Come on,” I persist, smiling. “You must have seen endless pupils here . . . ”

			He’s not verbose, the manager, but he agrees, reluctantly, to say:

			“The mark of the individualists.”

			“Ah, do you know some?”

			The manager’s bloodshot eyes scan the empty café, as if to reassure himself that we’re not being heard.

			“Sometimes preach here. Say I have the choice.”

			“What choice?”

			He shrugs his shoulders and points at his very old entrance door, behind the mess of chewing gum; an exit door for him, which he can’t have walked through often. I think of Béatrice, Samuel’s adoptive sister, shut away in her apartment, obliged to invite into her home anyone who expresses the desire to enter.

			“They told you that you had the choice to leave?”

			“Hmm.”

			“At any time?”

			“Hmm.”

			“Despite your Instinct?”

			“Hmm.”

			I’m puzzled. As long as a single customer remains at the Saint-Monde, the manager won’t be able to do a thing other than be that person’s host.

			“And these individualists who preach here, do you know where their meetings take place? Do you know their names?”

			The manager snaps shut his ledger.

			“Don’t give a damn about those phonies. Enough problems as it is. The Saint-Monde is closing. Curtains, after three prestigious centuries.”

			

			I put my smile away. Clearly, my “lucky” front teeth fail miserably every time.

			I look around the room while finishing my coffee. The terrestrial globe, hanging from the ceiling, has lost all its darts. Under its layers of grime, accumulated like geological strata over the year, the parquet floor isn’t unattractive. Velvet covering the seats, art covering the walls. Even that appalling staircase—steep, worn steps, no banister, all that’s worst for climacophobia—must have been stylish in its time.

			There, now I feel bad.

			When someone has the hospitality Instinct, no longer having anyone at one’s place is a real blow. If he doesn’t want to age faster, the manager must find himself another place soon in which to welcome new customers. I hate not knowing either what to do or to say to help someone. With every failure, my debt expands; and I with it.

			Goliath returns.

			“There. I’ve reported Flo missing. They’re going to make an investigation, let’s get back to our own. If we find this indivithingy, too bad if my Instinct disapproves, I’ll throw my fist at him really hard.”

			We go out. It’s pouring with rain; like harp strings in front of the eyes. I put on my beige oilskin. I feel damp, should have changed in the Saint-Monde’s restroom. Pop rock screams joyfully in my ears. Goliath gives me a questioning look, as if I already knew our next destination. I think hard while we cross the crossroads. If meetings of individualists have been held in the neighborhood for a long time, without anyone knowing, they must have a very good hideaway. Maybe several of them. A revolving tray of hideaways. Dozens of Schools. Hundreds of possibilities.

			I drank way too much coffee.

			 

			Face.

			 

			I turn. My eye suddenly glimpsed something somewhere near me. Something impossible. Cars, scooters, buses, umbrellas swirl around the crossroads. A confusion of cat’s eyes and hoods. My music drowns out the hooting and the pounding of my heart.

			 

			The face.

			 

			My head’s spinning. In front of me, snug in his sweatshirt, Goliath waits for the light to turn green. Out of habit, he indicates to the pedestrians to wait on the sidewalk. He hasn’t noticed my shock. I look at the crowd through the rain. I scan the windows of jammed cars, the visors of helmets, the marks on every face. I search everywhere for what I haven’t been able to see, no, not in this part of the world, not after all these years.

			 

			The face on the stairs.

			 

			The world’s spinning around me. I’m overcome by a fear that takes me out of myself. The start of a depersonalization attack. I can feel myself moving far away from the puddle under my heels, far from the bangs plastering my eyebrows, far from the uterine spasms under my skirt, far from all this dampness, outside, inside, far from all this me, inside, outside.

			 

			The face on the stairs is here.

			 

			Someone stops the music. My music. I’m here once more, me once more. And someone has taken off my headphones.

			“Got a light, buddy?”

			Male voice, ashtray breath. I headbutt him backwards, grab hold of his wrists, and, with a slide of my boot, hook his leg to lay him out on the sidewalk. My body reacted faster than my thought. Raw panic. At my feet, a real dazed face. It isn’t the face on the stairs, merely a pupil in a raincoat, the one everyone calls Quéjéfé. He’s cradling his jaw, I didn’t miss.

			Goliath grabs him by his raincoat and lifts him until he’s off the ground.

			“Go ahead, bud, what’ve I done?”

			“You don’t touch! Never! Her headphones!”

			Goliath isn’t hollering anymore. He’s roaring.

			“And you lot, all of you, there, move along!”

			The passers-by who’d gathered around us scatter. Me, I just remain standing in the middle of the puddle, my headphones half-off. I’m haunted by the face I saw, that I thought I saw, that I can’t have seen.

			Goliath shakes Quéjéfé.

			“I’m sick to death of you spouting nonsense! You respect nothing! Not a single rule! This time, that’s it, I’m denounc . . . ”

			He breaks off. I see a flash of recognition in his eyes. He grabs at the raincoat, yanks off the buttons, while the other one just keeps repeating, “What’ve I done?”. Goliath undresses him in the street, in the rain. Then smiles, fiercely.

			“Claire, look.”

			He holds up an arm for me. On the shoulder, a tattoo. The crossed-out halo of the individualists.


		

	
		
			THE ARCHANGEL

			The Instinct decided

			“Are you okay?”

			The taxi driver turned towards me, eyes off the road, while her Instinct controls the steering wheel. She’d noticed me getting a start.

			“I thought I recognized someone.”

			“Are you from around here?”

			“No. First time I’m in the South Sector.”

			“Would you like me to stop?”

			I search through the drops on the window. The damp façades of the Schools, the dribbly light of the streetlamps. The beige oilskin is already far away. Was it her? My Instinct didn’t react, but that means nothing. It’s been scrambled since I arrived at the station. Lots of anomalies. Thay haven’t cleaned up properly in the South Sector, I’ll have my work cut out. I like that.

			“Keep going.”

			The driver seems flattered that I used the familiar form. No idea why. I use it with everyone.

			Arrival at the School of Inspiration. I have a good stretch. My body’s been through three days and three nights on the train. The evening smells salty, it’s not that cold. Everything is perfect. The driver come over to me with an umbrella. She offers to carry my suitcase. No, it weighs almost nothing. Inside there’s just a change of underwear, a washbag, and my lovey.

			A reception committee awaits me at the sentry box outside the gate. My papers are checked, I’m given a pass.

			“Like that, you can come and go as you please. Enjoy your stay with us, Archangel.”

			It’s the first time I’m going inside a School. I underwent special training outside of the traditional establishments. The place looks like an aquarium. Glass doors. Glass tables. Glass elevator. Windows everywhere; the rain beats against them like a heart. I like that.

			Cooking smells, the clatter of cutlery. I’ve arrived in the middle of supper. My escort takes me up to the top floor. Ensuring that I avoid the busy areas. A room at the end of a corridor.

			“You have a minibar and telephone at your disposal. We’ll have your meal brought up to you, and anything else you may desire.”

			“I’ll eat in the cafeteria.”

			Embarrassed looks.

			“You know . . . it’s a reduced service at the end of the year. The youngest have left, the oldest are preparing for exams. It’s a tricky period. If possible, it’s best not to . . . disrupt revision too much.

			“You see me as a disruption?”

			My question is polite. Anger is an emotion that’s unknown to me. I don’t cry, I don’t laugh, but yes, I do, sometimes, still feel astonishment.

			“Let’s say, more as a distraction,” comes the reply after a pause. “It’s an honor to have you among us, but our pupils are curious. They will want to meet you . . . know what brings you here.”

			“I received the order to come here. I am here.”

			“And, once again, it’s an honor for us. You’ll be staying until . . . ?”

			“Until I receive the order to leave.”

			They withdraw. I love them, but I don’t understand their concerns. After all, I’m here to fulfill the will of the We.

			I settle into my room, unpack my suitcase, take a shower. The lather blurs the “Pater” tattooed on my tummy. In the bathroom mirror, I pluck out a new white hair.

			My hands and legs are shaking with contained excitement. The Instinct is pulling me in all directions. With its twenty-one-mile range, it needs to sound out this new territory. Target the anomalies that hide within it. Choose one as a priority. Which can take hours.

			I dry my skin, my pubes, my hair. A map of the neighborhood is pinned on the wall. My finger flies from one School to another. Helpfulness, Making, Repairing, Confidants, Healing, Protecting, Accounting, Information, Justice, and, set far apart, Inspiration. If they want me to be here, then it’s around here, somewhere, that it’s going to take place.

			I rarely have personal thoughts, but I can’t get that beige oilskin out of my mind. Was it her? Was it Claire? The last time I saw her was at the bottom of a staircase, semi-unconscious, thousands of miles from here, in the North-Northeast Sector.

			I take the elevator. My lovey is in its holster, under my sweater. The cafeteria is closing soon. A few pupils are finishing off their yogurts; spoons freeze at the sight of me. I take a tray. After scooping up some peas, I take a seat near the large plate-glass window. I see my reflection in it, the night, the rain, and, in filigree, the dotted lights of the skyscraper. The Very-Highs of the South. I’ll be visiting them soon.

			“Good evening.”

			A pupil has sat down opposite me. Supple movements, gentle voice, long, curly hair. I love him. He indicates the “III” badge pinned on my sweater.

			“Impressive. There was a rumor that an Archangel from the West Sector was visiting us, but I didn’t think you’d be so young. How old are you? My age? Younger? We’re the elite of the Schools, and even here, rare are those who can boast having saved a thousand-and-one lives.”

			“Four thousand six hundred and sixty-nine.”

			“Respect.”

			“The merit isn’t mine. The Instinct alone decides.”

			“And I suppose it would be supremely indiscreet to ask what yours is?”

			His eyes crease up when he smiles. I don’t grasp the humor, if that’s what it is. I have an orphan Instinct; an Instinct that isn’t named. An Instinct that’s tugging at my innards right now. I eat my peas.

			Without touching my face, the pupil traces the outline of my mark with his finger.

			“A very extensive range, so as not to botch anything.”

			“The range doesn’t make the Instinct.”

			“No, but it looks good on a CV. Baptiste.”

			Well, that’s a social convention I can handle. An introduction calls for one in return.

			“Modeste.”

			“That’s unisex. Suits you.”

			Humor again? More peas.

			“Why are you here?”

			“I’m feeding myself.”

			“In our school. In our neighborhood. In the South Sector.”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know?”

			“The Instinct will decide.”

			“Me, I do know.”

			It’s true that they’re curious, these inspired types. Baptiste leans over the table, languidly, and I wonder if his skin is as soft as it looks.

			He whispers: 

			“A pupil I know has disappeared. Two other pupils questioned me about him. Between you and me: amateurs. One of them destroyed my end-of-year project, and I didn’t even get any compensation. With you, at least, one can sense the professionalism. I just want to help. Would you like their names?”

			I’ve finished my peas. I stand up, take my tray. 

			

			“The Instinct will decide.”

			I go back up to my room. Sachet of cocoa, sugar cubes, powdered milk, steaming kettle. I get into bed. The excitement mounts. I think of that little inspired fellow. Not of what he said to me; of his skin. Might my fire abate a little against such softness? Or would it make the call of the Instinct even more pressing? I don’t know. I like not knowing.

			I will wait. Everything is perfect.

			At 9:20 P.M., like every evening, I fall asleep. Except it isn’t my usual black hole. The beige oilskin turns and turns again beneath my eyelids. Deep inside the hood, Claire’s terrified face.

			At 5:54 A.M., I open my eyes. One minute ahead of my schedule.

			The Instinct has decided.

	
			 

			 

		

	
		
			THE INDIVIDUAL

			I’m offering you the void, I am

			That’s all that’s true, friends. Bodies that grow, speak, think, sin, stink, pass by and pass away; basically, between you and me, it’s a shit show. You’re born? Shit show. You dream? Shit show. You love? Shit show. Your Instinct? The shittiest of shit shows. See things as they are, friends: you, me, that great farce the cowards call the We, it’s all but a fly’s fart in the void.

			You’re looking peaky, Samuel. You really wouldn’t have made a great doctor. Don’t look the part. Is it grub you’re missing? Come on, you’ll soon thank me. When you came to see me, with your big ravenous eyes, there was far too much fat, far too much of you. I’m offering you the void, I am.

			Who’s wriggling around like that? Well, what’s up, Thérèse, still throwing a fit? Is it Samuel’s fault? He’s hungry and your Instinct just can’t tolerate that? Cooking for spongers, my poor friend, is an affliction. I’m here to heal you from yourself. I’m offering you the void, I am.

			Yet more water? Mustn’t have too much of a good thing, friends. Especially you, Vincent, you and your tortuous calculations. How many drops are there in my glass, can you to tell us that? It’s just that that crew, they count everything for you, they scrimp on your life. The labels in supermarkets, the number of calories, the pasta on the plate, the shortest distance, the most profitable business. They have heads full of figures but never put their hands in their own pockets. No hard feelings, now. I’m offering you the void, I am.

			No, Martha, no. You can’t leave. When you came to me, you seemed pretty determined to stay. That day, you could have walked through the gate of your School as usual, but you finally chose to turn your back on it. You chose me. I listened to your complaints. You were fed up with your life, your classmates, your teachers, that Instinct that pushes you to repair everything, when you’re all broken yourself. You asked me to help you, so I’m helping you. I’m offering you the void, I am.

			And Lucie, who swallows my insults like her life depended on it. Oh, it’s true, your life does depend on it. You’d like me to shut my mouth, yes, yes, I can see it in your eyes, my bespectacled one. Your Instinct loves to listen to me, but you, you loathe to hear me. You asked me for a nice quiet place, an uneventful place, didn’t you? Don’t you worry, there’ll be silence soon. I’m offering you the void, I am.

			

			Paul and Anne, my very first ones, quit looking at each other like that. You distress me. Really. I told you, love doesn’t exist. It’s manipulation, a great con trick, a conspiracy of nature, an invention of society to push you to copulate, to have children, to produce forever more of the We. When I met you, you were on the right path. Solitary and proud of being so! At last, young people with some sense, young people who aren’t taken in by the system, with no opinion to defend or cause to plead! You pleased me. Really. It’s what prompted me to make you my first guests. You’ve ruined everything. You decided to play it romantic. Living is an illusion. Being is an illusion. It’s even worse than illusory. It’s a liability. I was offering you the void, I was.

			Take Joachim as an example. See how he understood. He doesn’t protest, he doesn’t fight, he doesn’t eat anymore. A true renouncer. The void I offered him, he embraced it.

			And my humblest apologies to our last little arrival. I’d have liked to have time to make you unlearn all that’s false about the world, so you can appreciate the true beauty of my gift. In fact, it’s better this way. It’s more than better; it’s perfect. Not knowing when, how, and why you’re going to die, that’s making your death as absurd as your life. To you, little Florence, I’m going to offer an even emptier void. 

			Ah, friends, I’m tiring myself out. I envy it, this void I’m offering you. I envy the gags over your mouths, your filthy beds, your tied-up bodies. But you know what? Good news, friends. I’ll soon shut up. One more. A final guest, and then me, you, us, here, it’ll all be nothing but a single, great big nothing.

		
		

	
		
			THE OPPORTUNE MOMENT

			 

			 

			 


			Claire,

			My door will always be open to you.

			J.

	 
		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			Scales and Gavel

			I’ve never set foot in the Schools’ theater; or in any theater, actually, I’m more into TV. The building is at least one or two centuries old, deep in a jungle of sickly palm trees and modern sculptures, back-to-back with the School of Justice, which often uses it as a courtroom. At the crossroads, I helped masses of pupils over, but those from Justice, no, never them. They go out in a limousine or not at all. Anyhow, returning to the theater, I never thought I’d go there one day, even less one night, at three in the morning, but the more I look at it, as I crouch behind a public urinal, the more I sense that, yes, it’s definitely there that all will be decided. I’ve been hiding for an hour and have already spotted plenty of suspects, armed with flashlights, passing through the old revolving door. The ultimate sacrilege: they’re all wearing festival masks. A parade of bear cubs, dinosaurs, clowns, tomcats, and unicorns.

			Concealing one’s mark is forbidden. And yet that’s what I’m about to do, too, in the name of the We.

			I jump when the face of a bee rears up at me. Claire takes off her mask, then her headphones. The whites of her eyes gleam in the dark.

			“I made my way as best I could, dodging the patrols. Here, I bought this for you today.”

			A robot mask. I’d worn one just like it at a party at my elementary school, before being marked, at the age when covering your face isn’t illegal. My brother had chosen a death’s head mask; the dumb idiot.

			“I should go in there alone. If things go wrong . . . ”

			I shut up before spouting nonsense. I can’t make out that I’m being considerate, when basically, I want to be the one who finds the individual, who finds the yellow door, who finds the untraceables. First. I’ve spent my life wanting to pit myself against my brother, and now it’s Claire’s turn. I must admit, she’s raising the bar higher and higher.

			“If things go wrong,” she teases me, “you’ll be very pleased to have a spectator.”

			The gap between her teeth swallows up the whole night. An impulsive smile, imperfect and impatient, not one of her polite little smiles like when we first met, no—a real one; really her. Because Claire, well, I’m almost starting to figure her out.

			“Hey, careful, you’ll break the elastic.”

			She helps me put on my mask. I get a kind of buzz when her fingers brush against my ears. Since I lost my hands, my skin-to-skin contact has been limited to my Head’s slaps, my parents’ clouts, the doctor’s manipulations, and once, last year, when I succumbed to the advances of an affectionate girl behind a dumpster in an alley—she left after relieving me of my wallet. Let’s leave this humiliating aside at that.

			“Okay, buddies, I did you a favor. Don’t be mean, and keep me out of your affairs.”

			Now Quéjéfé has turned up behind the urinal. Smoke is coming out through the holes in his shepherdess mask. I restrain myself from throwing him, cigarette first, down the toilet.

			“Removing the headphones of a confidant against her will is punishable by prison. If you don’t give us your full collaboration tonight, I’ll make a formal complaint.”

			I’ve never heard such a voice from Claire, you could cut ice with it. I think back to how she wiped him out on the sidewalk, that scum, confirming that, behind her smile, there’s a load of other layers I can’t even imagine. But yeah, I share her mistrust. Quéjéfé didn’t lie to us about the secret meetings, he at least told the truth about the location, the date, and the masks, but still, he might be in cahoots with our individual.

			I push him forward. Let him open up the way for us, false brother that he is.

			Claire puts her hood back up to cover her headphones; I’ve put gloves on to hide my prostheses. We exchange a look through the slits in our masks. This is my last chance to clinch my badge. My dispensation runs out in twenty-nine hours, on the morning of the exams (for which I haven’t done a spot of revision, by the way.)

			We go through the theater’s revolving door. Ticket office unmanned. Foyer dark, can’t see a thing, can barely breathe. I get my bearings thanks to the disco music booming louder in my belly as we advance. Even Claire, with her headphones, must feel the beat. She breathes heavily as we walk down the main staircase. Is she scared?

			My Instinct is asleep. No danger around: for now, and within the strict limits of my range. Quéjéfé pushes open the double doors into the auditorium; we follow him.

			I’m not sure what I was expecting, turning up in the middle of a meeting of anarchists. Some vigor, I suppose. Arguments against the system, paranoid delusions, terrorist plots, and maybe even some protest rap. What strikes me, beyond the beatboxes and synths, is just the silence. My lashes rub against the plastic of my mask. Everywhere, arms are flailing, legs are jiggling, flesh is bared. Blood rushes to my cheeks. At first, I think I’ve arrived in the middle of an orgy, but looking closer, there’s nothing sensual about it. In the chairs there’s injecting, cutting, writhing, trancing; there’s no touching.

			I’m staggered at the numbers here. Classmates of mine might even be here in this chaos! The auditorium isn’t huge, but it’s packed, and what amazes me is all these bodies that have barely reached puberty. Flo could be here, behind a rabbit mask or an astronaut’s helmet, while the cops—alerted by me—are searching for her elsewhere.

			There’s a collective and consented suffering here that makes my Instinct flicker, without triggering it completely. I hate this feeling.

			“Try to understand before judging,” Quéjéfé whispers to me, through his shepherdess mask.

			He climbs onto the stage, where some clowns launch into weird improvisations. One explodes a radio-alarm on the floor. Another pours a pot of paint over his body. Yet another moves his palms close to a blowtorch—that one, if I weren’t so far away, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from getting between him and the flame, to burn in his place. Quéjéfé throws a beer can down at his own feet and gives it the finger.

			Jeez.

			This ungodly lot submit their Instincts to temptation so as not to give in to it. Except they do give in. Those who stick the pieces back together. Those who clean up the clothes. Those who treat the wounds. Quéjéfé picks up his can, then drops it, then picks it up again, then drops it again. Some of them even handcuff themselves the better to resist; their groans reach me through the bass beats.

			I understand, yes, and I judge. I don’t know who is our culprit, among these anarchists, but for me, the verdict is simple: they’re all culprits.

			I scan the auditorium. I recognize Claire from her bee mask. She’s foraging discreetly between the rows of chairs. She’s searching, too. There are plenty of doors in this theater—emergency exits, parts of sets, restrooms—but not one that’s yellow.

			I look up and a spotlight is turned on me. Behind the glass of the production room, two weirdos are eyeing me. Maskless. Beckoning, they invite me to join them. Jeez and double jeez, cover already blown. With a bit of luck, they’ve not seen Claire.

			I enter the production room (not a yellow door, either.) Consoles, circuits, cables, vinyl records, and, in the midst of all this clutter, in the glow from a desk lamp, my two weirdos. A guy and a girl.

			

			“Welcome to our laboratory, Goliath.”

			I squint through the slits in my mask. I recognize their marks before their faces: the Instinct of judgment—specializing in penal law. “Scales” and “Gavel.” Two of the most prominent pupils at the School of Justice; I read an article about them in the paper, they even appeared on TV. Really pisses me off to come across them here.

			Find the individual. Maybe it’s one of them. Maybe both of them.

			I pull off my mask.

			“Okay. How did you recog . . . ”

			“No insulting questions,” Scales interrupts me.

			She doesn’t look half as good as in the photos, without her gown and wig, in just jeans and a T-shirt, hair messily tied, but I can still feel myself shrinking in front of her. Even if she’s not wearing her “II” badge, and legally she should be, she remains an Angel. An Angel who’s younger than me. I almost cross myself. This little judge who hasn’t yet finished her studies, she’s already saved a hundred or so lives for us. Her Instinct is detecting premeditation. Cross her path with the intention of harming others, and Scales will finger you.

			And yet it’s me who spits out:

			“I’m going to denounce the lot of you.”

			“On what charges?”

			“Abduction. False imprisonment. Not to mention your anti-Instinctive practices.”

			“All pupils present are here of their own free will. And what we’re doing should be considered an experiment. An experiment you’re part of, Goliath, since you entered our laboratory with full knowledge of the facts.”

			I maintain eye contact with Scales, since it’s she who’s holding forth. Gavel only half-listens to us while modulating the frequency on the rhythm box. Apparently, he only opens his mouth to issue verdicts. His Instinct doesn’t anticipate crimes like that of his friend, but put an accused person in front of him and he’ll pronounce a sentence, without knowing a thing about the case, but without ever getting it wrong either. No innocents in prison, no culprits released, with Gavel.

			Honestly, I’m outraged, incredulous that such jumped-up types have got me by the balls. My word won’t count for much against theirs. I think of Claire, somewhere in the auditorium. She needs to root out something devastatingly compromising right here, right now for us.

			

			“Let’s not beat around the bush,” Scales says to me. “We know. That pupils are disappearing. That you’ve been investigating their case for nearly a month. That you’re counting on that to become a Virtuous before your dispensation runs out. That you’re seriously mistaken if you think you’re going to save anyone here, because in our laboratory, Goliath, one only saves oneself from oneself.”

			What I know is that I’ve got a splitting headache coming on and, naturally, something inside me is already convinced that that’s it, it’s all over, a brain tumor, the works.

			“Never heard such a load of baloney! You can see how they’re suffering, and all for nothing because what they’re trying to do is impossible! And even if you were to succeed, with your damned handcuffs, do you know what happens when you don’t use your Instinct? Of course you know. Everyone knows. It dries you up like a prune, it drains you of your vitality, it destroys you slowly but surely.”

			I gaze at the theater through the glass of the production room. All those youngsters of my age, some even younger, so many minors sprawled on the stage, slumped on chairs, all trying to bring about a revolution on their own bodies from behind cartoon masks, in the psychedelic light from a disco ball: saving oneself from oneself, hey?

			At the far end of the auditorium, between two rows and two flashes, my eyes seize on Claire, who’s still searching for our individual, attentively. Too attentively. She doesn’t see the masked guy approaching behind her back. She doesn’t see the razor blade.

			My Instinct didn’t give me the alert—she’s too far away—but something else tugs at my innards. I rip the door off its hinges, launch into a sprint, push aside anyone in the way, leap over the chairs, and scream like I’ve never screamed before in my life, to reach Claire beyond the music in the theater, beyond her mask and her headphones.

			“Behind you!”

			Claire turns around. I run. Her hand slices through the air. I run. Deflects the razor. I run. But doesn’t prevent the head butt. I run. The plastic bee explodes. I run. The guy goes wild. I run. The razor reappears. I run. My Instinct finally kicks in. I run. Danger. I run. Of death.

			I hurl myself at the guy. The impact winds me. I’m twice his weight, should get the upper hand, but every ounce of this specimen is an atomic explosion. Not a cry, not a word, but an inhuman violence that dislocates my cogs. He’s only going to smash up my prostheses! The freakiest thing is that I don’t exist for him. His mask has also fallen apart and his eyes, jeez, his eyes are almost bursting out of their sockets, as if he wanted to spit them out at Claire.

			I have to use every muscle I’ve got to make him buckle at the knees, then lock him down on the floor. With a kick of her boot, Claire sends the razor flying, far away. Her nose is bleeding, but she’s less dazed than I’d expected after the clout she received. Around us, not a single one of them lifted a finger.

			Beneath me, the guy’s jerking is becoming convulsive. Is he blubbing? My Instinct has gone back to sleep. I suddenly realize that, contrary to what Scales had predicted for me, I have just saved a life.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			The only thing that matters

			I part the spangled and sequined dresses. My attacker is there, on the other side of the clothes rail, at the back of the dressing room, handcuffed to a chair, dazzled by the lights around the mirror. Vertebrae curved like a saxophone, long hair stuck to his nape, forearms scabby from cutting. My almost-murderer isn’t more than sixteen. And scrawny at that. Making you wonder where his insane strength came from. He bears the mark of helpfulness, specializing in prevention—which really takes the cake. Scales and Gavel are leaning over him to get his version of events. He keeps muttering, “It wasn’t me it wasn’t me it wasn’t me it wasn’t me . . . ”

			“They’ve found him?” Goliath asks me. “It’s the individual?”

			His voice is cracked. He strained his vocal cords earlier, to warn me of the danger. And me, with cotton stuffed up my nostrils, I sound like a reed pipe.

			“Something’s not right here. Our abductor is discreet and methodical. Not the sort to make a spectacle of himself.”

			“So why did this guy attack you then?”

			The walls around us vibrate with music. In the auditorium, the collective experiment continues, as if nothing had happened. Thanks a lot, I only almost died.

			“Drugs. Pain. Bad trip. It could have been anyone, but it landed on me.”

			It’s me I want to convince. No, no, that razor wasn’t aimed at me in particular, blablabla, the face from the staircase wasn’t at the crossroads, blablabla, that particular score has been played for a long time, so away with such thoughts of the past. The only truth, now, is that the We is finally giving me my chance and I have the firm intention of grabbing it.

			“If the murmurs led us here, it’s for a good reason. We’re not leaving until we know what that is.”

			“You’ve got a hard head.”

			Goliath has collapsed onto a costume trunk. By the way he’s rolling his shoulders, I guess that his prostheses are giving him trouble. Because of me.

			“And good reflexes,” he adds with a snigger.

			“I’ve been to self-defense classes since I was seven. I hated it, but my mother made me.”

			Goliath looks as surprised as I am. What’s come over me? Never about family, never about my previous life, back there, never, with anyone.

			And yet I continue:

			“Thanks. Without you, I wouldn’t have got out alive. I’d have been slashed and my mother, even if she has Dalila, it would have . . . thanks. It makes no difference that it was down to Instinct, thanks. Really. But . . . but Goliath . . . ”

			I’m searching for my words. Don’t attract attention, never, on any account. Finding myself at the back of a patrol van, that’s one thing; tonight, I crossed a new line.

			“Claire, I’m not a noodle.”

			Goliath rests his head against the wall behind him. He looks drained.

			“I know how it works, I’ve already done it ten times. If I declared your life to the Computus, I’d have to reveal your identity. Say what we were doing here. I’d be eligible for my badge anyhow: a life is still a life. All the difficulties would be yours. Forget it, partner. It will remain just between us.”

			The theater throbs in my stomach, the headphones throb against my neck, the blood throbs through my body, and beneath this layering of rhythms, something dilates within me, a swelling silence, then some cracks in my wall, almost a beginning of harmony.

			Partner. I talked about myself once, just once, and it was the once too much. I mustn’t. I mustn’t ever again. But partner. But Goliath. But him and me. But us. Perhaps, yes, perhaps this time . . . 

			“Permission to exceed the ten words?”

			One after the other, Scales and Gavel emerge through the clothes hanging on the rail to join us. They’re the last two pupils I’d have expected to encounter in the middle of a secret meeting; let alone leading it.

			They glance politely at my headphones.

			“Granted,” I reply.

			“So, a protector and a confidant?” Scales comments, looking at us in turn. “That’s hilarious.”

			She says without laughing at all.

			“But whatever, let’s not beat around the bush.”

			Scales and Gavel sit down crossing their arms and legs with a symmetry that’s too perfect not to have been endlessly practiced. They play up to their image charmingly, the young judges.

			“Let’s be clear. That incident should never have happened. It’s a first in our laboratory. Of course, entering into conflict with one’s own Instinct can produce some violent reactions, but, generally, it manifests itself in the form of self-destructive urges.”

			Scales speaks, Gavel nods.

			“I have an Instinctive range of two hundred and sixty feet. I can assure you that there was no premeditation in this poor boy. He probably suffered a hallucination under the influence of narcotics. And so, in his name, we apologize.”

			“And that’s it?” Goliath asks in disbelief.

			“Yes. We will take the necessary measures, but we will sort out this affair internally. Gavel will pronounce the judgment himself. As for you two, you’re going to return quietly to your respective Schools, and we’ll all leave it at that. We’re a day from the exams. In your cases, they’ll be the last exams before your diplomas and your career appointments. Who among us wants to see a malus point in their file, followed by ‘attended a meeting of junkies’? No one. And you even less, Goliath. That malus point would cancel out all your points for lives saved, all your efforts, your entire career. Let’s be reasonable.”

			“Dispensing justice yourselves. You’re shameless.”

			Scales studies Goliath with a professional neutrality.

			“An interesting objection from a pupil who hunts down criminals behind the authorities’ back.”

			I slide the hanger of a butler costume along the rail. At the back of the dressing room, my attacker is still handcuffed to his chair, hair plastered to cheeks. He’s chanting it wasn’t me between his teeth, like a prayer. And suddenly, I admit it. It wasn’t him. The We definitely guided his hand to attack me. The We also guided Goliath to save me. If we’re having this conversation, right now, in this dressing room, it’s the implacable consequence of cause and effect. A score that’s particularly hard to sight-read, but I’m going to try all the same.

			“I don’t accept them. Your apologies.”

			All faces turned towards me.

			“It’s your lab, your experiments. You are responsible for what almost happened to me. You’re right on one point, we’re not in a position to compromise ourselves. We won’t denounce you. Someone else will do it instead of us.”

			I unplug my nose and throw the dirty cotton into an ashtray. The truth is, they attract me, these individualists. What they’re trying to accomplish, in this theater, that desire to define themselves independently of their Instincts: it’s an outstretched hand for someone like me. So, no, really, I don’t like what I’m about to say, but I’m going to say it anyway, because it’s not in my interest that I’m saying it, but in that of the untraceables.

			“Today was my last day as an intern at the Schools’ Office for Complaints. All the same, I know how it works. They will receive an anonymous letter. Secret experiments of which Instinct Administration can only disapprove. An address. Maybe even a name or two. Sufficient details so they can’t ignore the issue. I believe you’re resourceful enough not to be bothered by the Virtuous descending upon you, but you should move your entire lab.”

			Scales gives me a hard stare, but me, it’s Gavel I scrutinize, behind his impassive façade, behind his dispenser-of-justice mark. The Instinct of the verdict. If I’m truly guilty, then let the We speak through him, or shut up for ever.

			He shuts up. 

			Goliath chortles.

			“That shut you up, hey!”

			The trunk creaks with him when he stands back up, beside me. Partners. He looks at me, I look at him, and there’s a connection that consumes me. With him, yes, perhaps . . . 

			“I’m listening, confidant,” Scales says to me. “How could we avoid pointless complications?”

			“Some info for my silence.”

			“What info?”

			I unzip my coat and pull out the photo I’d taped into an inside pocket. I show it to them. On the scratched windows of the gymnasium, the third murmur. Find the individual. Their eyes widen. Genuine surprise. The young judges start to think so hard, I can almost hear their brains being racked.

			Scales turns to Gavel, who sets off, then returns with a state-of-the-art videotex. We don’t have the like at the Office for Complaints. It’s plugged in. Gavel enters a series of access codes and starts a search. He may not talk much, but his fingers are as deft as a pianist’s.

			The screen turns our faces green. An old press article. A two-tone image illustrates it: pupils sitting at a table clutching beers. And sticking their middle fingers up for the camera.

			“It’s them.”

			“Them who?”

			“The individualists. Authentic ones. Those who opened our eyes.”

			There’s admiration in Scales’s voice. I lean closer to the screen and study the pupils. Their uniforms are dated, but worn with distinction. Buttoned up to the chin. Neat ties. Impossible to see their faces and their marks clearly, they’re distorted by digitization. Behind them, super discreet, a café waiter tries to imitate them by sticking a timid middle finger up, looking a bit bewildered. That waiter reminds me of the poor guy we left aside, whose it wasn’t me refrain can still be heard.

			“We took over from a movement that existed well before us and well beyond the South Sector,” Scales explains. “Those in the photo, they’re the very first in the Schools neighborhood. That was thirty-five years ago. Some pupils started to question their theology lessons. They thought, and we also think, that each youngster should be able to use their Instinct without ever being forced to, just enough to remain healthy. We’re not talking destructive abstinence; we’re talking control. Is that such a bad ideal? But in fact, the crackdown was harsh.”

			“And the relevance to our individual?” Goliath chivvies her.

			Scales squeezes Gavel’s shoulder and he zooms into the article. An explosion of pixels.

			“The group in this photo is an extremist branch of the movement. They didn’t believe in human sanctification. Neither did they believe in Instinctive emancipation. They all set fire to themselves.”

			On the screen, beyond the pixels, I can make out the shadow behind the grins, the defiance behind the fingers, the irony behind the ties. I look closely at these cubic bodies, seated at their café table like bons vivants, which had gone up in smoke just weeks later. I look for despair, I find bravado.

			I read:

			“Ten pupils commit suicide.”

			A factual headline. No tremolo for the rebels.

			“Until now,” Scales continues, “we didn’t think there could be any correlation between our laboratory and those who have disappeared. If a predator had deliberately joined our meetings to find prey, my Instinct would have detected him. But if the murmur you showed us is authentic, confidant, then one of our followers could certainly be implicated.”

			She exchanges another look with Gavel.

			“There may be,” she advances carefully, “a vague similarity between the old affair of the self-immolated and the affair you’re concerned about. The pupils in the photo: they had all disappeared from lecture halls during the year. Their charred bodies were discovered, the morning of their exams, on a sports ground. The police at the time had concluded that it was group suicide.”

			I fiddle with my thumbnail, broken during the fight. Ten deaths back then. Eight untraceables today, if one or two haven’t been forgotten about along the way. It’s becoming fraught. I was hoping for a conclusion to our investigation, not an umpteenth lead.

			“The untraceables would be individualists who want to do the same thing thirty years later?”

			“Unlikely,” Scales says. “If those pupils shared our beliefs, we’d have known it. We have a pretty efficient network for detecting ‘profiles of interest’.”

			“Then it’s someone else. Someone who wants to use the untraceables, whether they like it or not, to reproduce the past. Who? Why?”

			The judges shrug shoulders simultaneously.

			“We don’t know. You wanted some info, you’ve got it. If you’re determined to search this theater from top to bottom, feel free, but it’s a waste of time. As is your entire investigation. You’re tiring yourselves out for nothing, bigger fish than you are already on the case. You should let the professionals do their job.”

			A mechanical noise, a whiff of oil and sweat; Goliath leans over my shoulder to size up what’s on the screen himself, making a certainty hit me between the ribs. With him, yes.

			“Talk about a dead-end. Come on, Claire, let’s go.”

			He shoves aside the clothes rail, which collapses into a confusion of beads and lace. At the back of the dressing room, my attacker jumps, along with his chair. So young! He repeats his it wasn’t me rosary, and it’s obvious that he doesn’t remember me. He smashed into my head, almost slashed my veins, and yet I ring no bells for him.

			Goliath throws him a disgusted look, which he then turns on the judges.

			“You make me puke. What you’re doing here, each of you, against your own Instinct . . . You’re sullying the only thing that matters.”

			We leave. Well, my body leaves. My body follows Goliath through endlessly horizontal corridors, then alleyways, then streets.

			I’m feeling bad.

			Inside me, everything’s become vertical. I fall at every step. Ever lower. Ever further. A long-ago fall in the stairs that endlessly repeats itself.

			Bad.

			It’s dark outside, almost morning, and I’m far down below, somewhere between my heels and the sidewalk, I’m walking over myself, I hear only the cold, and the hard, and the heavy.

			Bad.

			“What do we do, Claire?”

			Goliath accompanied me back to the rear entrance of my School. Grass and concrete merge together in the faint light from the night lamps. He looks at me, I look at him, but there’s no connection anymore, nothing anymore, just a wall between us that he doesn’t even see. What was I imagining? That all this time, while he was running on his own, it was to me that he was running, without knowing it? That a shake of the hand would be enough to combine my I with his You? That from our unlikely duet, my own music would finally emerge? With him, no. With no one. There always have to be those excess words, the words that destroy in a second what’s attempting to develop inside me. Those of my mother when I was four—What are you?—and those of Avril when I was eight—I only trust confidants—and those of Dalila when I was eleven—Your mark is the finest thing you have—and maybe even more destructive, when I was fifteen, those that January never uttered, the day when I confessed everything to him.

			Goliath saved me tonight, but his only thing that matters killed me a little, too.

			“Nothing.”

			“What?”

			“We do nothing. We revise. We take our exams.”

			It’s gray all around us, even grayer inside me. Goliath is but a puff of condensation.

			“And the untraceables?”

			“They’ll be found. By pros.”

			I enter the door code. I release the doorknob. I walk through the door. 

			“You’re chickening out?”

			Goliath seems alarmed.

			“Claire, you heard them! A maniac is busy reproducing the past. Ten individualists died on the morning of their exams. That’s exactly what will happen to our untraceables if we do nothing! They may have only one day left to live!”

			I wait until he’s finished, then:

			“You have only one day left, too, before the end of your dispensation. I’ll go with you to the Computus. You can declare your eleventh life in time.”

			I smile at Goliath, with my fakest smile. And yes, too bad Mom, I’ll cross that particular line, I’ll attract Instinct Admin’s attention on me. I’m tired of play-acting, tired of everything.

			As I’m closing the door behind me, Goliath’s prosthesis blocks it.

			“Jeez, Claire! You really take me for a . . . Jeez! Not like this!”

			I wait in silence and, in silence, Goliath backs away. He stares at me, looking helpless, troubled as can be, under the automatic light of the lamps.

			“At the Computus,” I say. “3:30 p.m.”

			I close the door. Take the elevator. Reach my room. Slide the bolt. Get undressed. Then play the harmonica until I’m out of breath, out of tears, out of me.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			MODESTE

			Because now

			“What’s it like having an Instinct that’s unique in the world?”

			I take my eyes off the windshield. Beside me, the Virtuous woman is tapping the steering wheel with one hand, the gearbox with the other. Questioning. Half of her fingers are false, as is often the case with protectors.

			“Like it is for anyone with an orphan Instinct. Why do you ask?”

			“Five hours of stakeout. I’m bored. You’re here. It’s a way of passing the time. And let’s be blunt, with all due respect, you do have a cute face, but you’re no conversationalist.”

			“I interest you?”

			The Virtuous woman frowns at my question; she gives the impression of not taking it very seriously.

			“May the We forbid. I’m old enough to be your mother and I’m your teammate. You’ve not yet come of age, am I wrong? Let’s say, you intrigue me.”

			Back to the windshield. The glass is blurred with sandy streaks and bird droppings. The wipers have spread the filth into great arcs. I can’t see much outside, but so what, I rely little on my senses. 4:28 in the morning. My legs are cramped under the glove compartment, the mechanism to push back the passenger seat is broken. In its holster, my lovey presses pleasingly into my chest.

			Everything is perfect.

			The Virtuous woman has parked the unmarked car at the Schools crossroads, in the gap between two streetlights, in front of the scaffolding on a building site.

			“What is your Instinct saying?” she asks me.

			“And yours?”

			She laughs, a slightly weird laugh.

			“The point of a question is to obtain an answer, not another question.”

			“My Instinct is waiting.”

			“I was briefed about you. You sure are a rare bird. I mean, generally, an Instinct doesn’t really wait. If there’s a danger within mine’s range—45 feet—it’s triggered, simple as that. So, it’s a bit like yours would reckon that there’s a . . . an opportune moment?”

			“The Instinct knows where, when, how.”

			“I do know the seventh principle, thanks.”

			Sarcasm? Teasing? Annoyance? I don’t know how to detect humor in others, let alone its many potential nuances.

			From the back seat, a stifled yawn. I glance at the rear-view mirror. Our passenger is fighting sleep, but his eyes meet mine in the mirror every time. He has a dimple at the corner of his mouth, even when his lips aren’t smiling. The Very-Highs of the South requested that a docile accompany us, to witness operations. Standard procedure, I was assured. This one volunteered. Has a punk look. The more I observe him, the more I get a sense of déjà-vu.

			“This isn’t my usual method,” I say.

			I’ve never done a stakeout. I’ve never had a witness. I’ve never had a teammate. In the West Sector, I had carte blanche to carry out the We’s will.

			The Virtuous woman takes an umpteenth swig from her thermos. The smell of lemon tea fills the car.

			“You’re good at cleaning up, Archangel, but the detritus we’re interested in slipped through your net. Two Instincts are better than one, no?”

			Around us, dead calm. No scooters, no prowlers. Barely, here and there, on the Schools’ red façades, the lit windows of those revising late. On the surface, all is in order. At any rate, it has become a bit more so since my arrival. I did do some good cleaning up, yes. A retired healer who was sterilizing young ladies in the public garden; against their will. An affectionate old woman who was luring young pupils down a dead-end; without their consent. And a few others, too.

			My wrinkles have disappeared, I’ve stopped aging prematurely, but I haven’t yet done what I’m here to do.

			I’m not fooled. This Virtuous woman isn’t assisting me; she’s keeping an eye on me. The anomalies are nearly always desocialized beings, trapped in the spiral of their withdrawal, without ties, without a home, people whose disappearance no one notices after my passage, but it can just be Mr. or Mrs. Average. If the Instinct pushed me to eliminate a professor in the middle of the day, or a pupil in the middle of the street, I’d do it. Without hesitation.

			I disturb the local authorities.

			“No,” I finally answer. “Two Instincts are not better than one. Your detritus, when the time comes, you won’t be able to stop yourself from protecting it from me.”

			“Ah, the good old Instinctive conflict . . . With a bit of luck, I’ll hold back for as long as necessary. It’s up to you to move faster, Archangel.”

			

			Once again, I can see that the Virtuous woman isn’t taking all this very seriously. She doesn’t have the solemnity of those embracing the path of sanctification. She wears her Virtuous badge in full view, as the law requires, on her civilian blouson. She, likewise, intrigues me. I love her.

			“I’ve been through the Schools crossroads with a fine-tooth comb,” she adds. “Nothing. My Instinct has gone quiet. There are two possibilities. Either our kids, wherever they may be, aren’t in danger. Or they are already dead.”

			“Or they are elsewhere.”

			A suggestion from our backseat passenger.

			“Maybe they’re beyond my range,” the Virtuous woman concedes. “But our villain, well, he does operate in the neighborhood. If he’s going to abduct another pupil, it’s here that it will happen. It’s about territory.”

			I only half listen to her, all my attention is focused on the rear-view mirror. I look at the docile, with his dimple in the corner. Déjà-vu. I strip him of his piercings, of his rainbow mohawk, and of the collar of his checked coat, lifted up against his cheeks. I finally remember him. It’s January. Avril’s cousin. It was a long time ago, back in our apartment building in the North-Northeast Sector. I wonder if he recognizes me, too, but I doubt he has my memory. I’ve changed a lot, too. Grown up, mainly. And for him, for Avril, and for so many others, I disappeared from their existences too long ago for them to remember mine. I’m not remotely surprised to find him here, in the South Sector, in this car. No more surprised, at any rate, than I was to glimpse Claire through that taxi window, six days ago. The We likes to make, break, and then remake links between beings.

			The only truly astonishing thing, in fact, is Claire still being alive. In one week, the Instinct could have—should have?—pushed me towards her a hundred times. Did I miss the opportune moment, that day, on the stairs?

			The Virtuous woman empties her thermos.

			“I’m just off to empty my bladder now, be good.”

			She leaves the car and locks herself into the building-site cabin, a bit further along. I remain with January. In the rear-view mirror, he’s not the same anymore. His profile is stuck to the back window. Lips open, eyes dilated. Dimple gone. I don’t feel many emotions, but know how to recognize one. January has noticed something, out there, something he’s not mentioning, something he doesn’t want me to notice in turn. What is it? On the sidewalk, on the other side of the road, up close to the walls: two shadows among the shadows. They’re avoiding the streetlamps, but catch a little light all the same. Claire. There’s a big guy with her, but she’s all I can see now. And that’s when I hear it: the call in my tummy.

			Now. Here. Her.

			January places a hand on my shoulder. As if, with this gesture, he could halt the triggered Instinct. He’s understood. He may not recognize me anymore, but Claire is part of his world. Not for much longer.

			“Stay in the car and say nothing until I return.”

			January freezes, piercings and all. I know, it’s abuse of an Instinct, but this way I know he won’t be able to follow me. Only a Very-High has the right to use the imperative to a docile. I’ll have to confess this crime, but I don’t regret it. Because now. Because here. Because Claire.

			No room for a witness.

			I leave January in the car, the Virtuous woman in her cabin. I cross the crossroads. My heart is pounding against my lovey. I slip behind Claire and the big tough guy. I follow them at a distance, between the trees of the School for Confidants. I memorized the layout of the neighborhood, they’re heading for the rear entrance. I remain under cover. Their voices reach me, especially that of the big tough guy. Discord. Claire enters the School. The big tough guy lingers, repeats “Jeez, jeez, jeez . . . ”, then goes. The way is clear. I don’t know the door code, don’t need to: the Instinct guides my hand on the keys. It carries me through the corridors and the various floors of the residence, deserted at this hour—each confidant in his or her room—and propels me to a door just as it’s closing on Claire. The sound of a bolt.

			Now. Here. Her.

			Claire’s door is sound-proofed, sturdy, thick. Barely a sliver of light between the hinges, which disappears as she moves past a lamp. That silence . . . Its density thrills me. I’m finally going to finish what I started. The opportune moment. Everything is perfect. I open my anorak, take out my lovey. The excitement without the shaking. So, Claire, you passed yourself off as one of them all this time. You thought you were in a blind spot. If you knew how much I love us, all of us, how much I love Dad, even if he’s slowly leaving us, how much I love Mom, even if she betrayed everything for you, how much I love even those who go astray, but you, Claire, you, no, I don’t love you. I can’t love what can’t be. I’m going to knock, you’re going to open to me, and we’ll be done with it.

			A tiny sound behind the door.

			The harmonica.

			My left hand grabs hold of my right hand. It grips. Hard. The nails cut into the skin, the fingers twist the wrist. The bone cracks. The lovey falls. My arm pulls on my shoulder, on my elbow, on my bones and my tendons. It wants to retrieve the weapon between my sneakers. My left hand restrains it. Chemicals flood into and swell all my arteries. What’s happening to me? I observe the contradictory spectacle of my body.

			Half of it trying to prevent the other half from killing.

			It makes no sense.

			At the end of the corridor, a door opens. A confidant in pajamas, headphones over ears, yawns and stumbles along to the bathroom. He hasn’t seen me yet. He mustn’t see me. Not here, not with Claire, above all, no witness. My left hand frees my right hand. I pick up my lovey. The opportune moment has passed—again. I set off. I’m outside. Lovey in the holster. No one has seen a thing. I return to the car.

			The Virtuous woman is tapping the steering wheel. No reproach, no anger.

			“Doing a spot of sightseeing, Archangel?”

			I don’t respond. In the rear-view mirror, January silently questions me. What did I do to Claire? What did I want from her? I don’t know what he sees in my eyes, but the tension around his eyes relaxes. And, on his cheek, the dimple is back.

			

			 

		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			I’m not giving up

			They’re shouting and drinking and eating. It’s a School of Protection tradition: on the last day, final-year pupils have a final get-together. The cafeteria is opened just for them, at the time of their choice, and no one looks too closely at what they’re consuming.

			This year, the leaving party is at 2:30 P.M. I know that because I could hear them from my bed, right up in the dorm. Since taking Claire back to her School, I’ve just been staring at the ceiling and, at every bell, I’ve counted down the hours. Not those of my dispensation; the hours remaining to Vincent, Martha, Paul, Lucie, Samuel, Anne, Joachim, and Thérèse. Exhaustion must have caught up with me, I dropped off. The racket from the cafeteria woke me up. I went down there. I saw my classmates. At first, I wondered what they were all doing there, butts on tables, necking bottles of beer and laughing. And then they spotted me. And went quiet. And there was some hesitation, half-contrite, half-provocative. And then they went back to their joking and smooching. And I stayed at the door of the cafeteria like an asshole.

			I’m still there, actually. Haven’t the guts to join them, or the heart to leave.

			I don’t know how I’m feeling, in fact. Not bitterness, no, more a kind of astonishment. Why them without me? Why me without us? I’m competitive, sure, but all of us are here; rivalry’s second nature, it’s part of our training. So what is it? What’s dug it, this hole?

			Laughter. Burps. On one table, they’re swapping tales of that year’s exploits, while wiggling their finger stumps and singed eyebrows. Because lives sure were saved by them, all together. Not to the extent of becoming Virtuous, but still. The class reps pat shoulders in congratulation.

			It dawns on me that the hole has always been there. Before I was taken off fires and demoted to traffic, it was there. In the fire truck, it was there. In the smoke from the fires, it was there. I wouldn’t listen to instructions, I’d separate myself from the group, I wanted to save lives on my own so I didn’t have to share my points. By forging ahead all the time, I didn’t realize there was no one behind me. Not that I shook my classmates off in the race for promotion, no: they never even tried to follow me.

			Right.

			About-turn.

			

			2:45 P.M. Decision made, I won’t go to the Computus.

			I hang around the corridor in my sweats. I come across a young boy taking it out on a punching bag, being too far from his parents’ Sector to go home during the older pupils’ exams. As for me, I’m incapable of opening a theology textbook to revise. I’ve quit counting the hours: it’s the minutes I’m counting now. The untraceables might be here, somewhere, close by, about to go up in smoke.

			“Protectors make bad Saints. Do you know why, Goliath?”

			I turn slowly from the Wall of Shame, where I’d been lingering. It’s rare for the Head’s door to be open. Leaning back in her chair, surrounded by the objects she’s mistreated all year—phone, calculator, typewriter—and with her only leg propped on the desk, she’s eyeing me scornfully. Coming from the radio is Coco-Rudy, the superstar of the Central Sector, a voice that makes mine sound like a lawnmower.

			“Because for every life saved,” the Head answers, “we leave behind a little bit of ourselves. Which makes us less and less fast, less and less strong, less and less effective. And that’s our true destiny.”

			The Head is blinding me. Her bald head gleams in the light from her window; I could do with a quick shave myself. She turns up the volume on her radio, Coco-Rudy takes up all the space, my own space, he’s saved thousands of lives without having to sacrifice a single thing.

			“So, for pity’s sake,” she ends with a sigh, “spare us the regrets!”

			I can see it once again. The hole. It was there all along, between the Head and me, because I saw in her exactly what I wanted to see. An old pain in the neck who transferred her frustration onto me. We’ll curb his enthusiasm, that ambitious kid, wipe his snotty brat’s nose, save him from himself. It suited me, really. If it’s her fault that I miss out on my heroic future then it’s not my fault, is it?

			I finally see clearly what her game is. It wasn’t from my success that the Head wanted to protect me. It was from my failure.

			Right. 

			About-turn.

			3:00 P.M. Decision made, I’m going to the Computus.

			“Whatever’s going on in your head,” she calls after me, “I want your backside on your exam chair tomorrow morning. End of dispensation or not, you have a diploma to clinch.”

			I run. No time to wait for the bus. If I want to be on time for Claire, I’ll have to sprint. I cross the crossroads, where my internship’s over. I stop dead outside the Saint-Monde. Metal shutter down, neon lights off for days, a sign in the window: “Closed due to misuse.” Flo won’t ever squat here again. I haven’t seen her since the day of the cockroaches, maybe she’s playing at tightrope-walking on some bridge. Thirteen years old. When it comes to holes, between her and me, I dug a pretty deep one.

			Right.

			I ask one passer-by for some paper, another for a pen, and I slide a scrawled note under the door of the café, hoping the manager will still come by from time to time.

			 

			“If you have seen Florence, please let someone know.”

			 

			3:10 P.M. Really got to get my skates on. Claire’s expecting me at half past; if I’m late, she might change her mind. Unless it’s me who does. I run from roads to avenues, alongside streams of cars. I try not to think too much, but since I think anyhow, I convince myself that I haven’t stolen it, that badge, even if I wasn’t up to finding the untraceables, that I really did save Claire’s skin, that I’m coming at her request, after all, that she’ll accept the consequences when they want an explanation for what we were doing in the middle of a secret meeting, in the middle of the night, but that I, the Virtuous one, won’t be given too hard a time, end of.

			3:30 P.M.

			I finally catch sight of the Computus office, where two avenues meet. It gleams like the Head’s bald head. A façade like a wedding cake, all pink and white, with columns that are purely decorative and, in the background, a bluer-than-blue sky, without a cloud. The building steals the show, between the red concrete of its neighbors.

			Claire is there, music in ears, sunglasses on nose, in front of the automatic door.

			She’s waiting. She’s waiting for me, and that cramps my stomach; always the same goddamn disbelief. She doesn’t notice me. Arms crossed, she tugs on the sleeves of her sweater, as if cold. She isn’t as normal. Last night she wasn’t as normal, either. 

			I advance. A biker slows down, hesitates, reverses, and stops in front of Claire. His leathers are covered in badges, his bike in stickers. I advance. Claire lifts up her sunglasses, the biker his visor; he has loads of piercings, a dimple in one corner, and the mark of the docile. They say nothing to each other, but communicate all the same. There’s history between those two, something timid, familiar; intimate. I advance. I notice Claire’s red eyes, she slept as badly as I did. This, too, is the hole, again the hole, always the hole, a hole that wasn’t there when we entered that damned theater and that was there when we came back out of it. I advance. I continue right past them, Claire and her biker, without attracting any attention. I advance so much that I can’t stop myself anymore. I leave the Computus behind, scattering pigeons and seagulls on my way. I advance as the day wanes and the evening waxes. I advance between the railroad tracks and the edge of the sea, far enough for my feet to ache.

			And by advancing, I end up arriving somewhere.

			At my parents’ garage.

			No Computus, then.

			It’s dark. Claire must have left ages ago with her biker. I allowed my last chance to slip away. My disbelief clings to me. I must have a weird expression on my face, going by those on my parents’ faces when they emerge from under the hood of a car.

			“What’s up, son? Haven’t you got your really important exams, you know, tomorrow?”

			I clear my throat. I yelled so hard last night, when Claire almost got razored, my voice has turned into confetti. But to say what, anyhow? Hollering, yeah, that we’re good at, but talking properly isn’t this family’s forte. I’m starting to understand that the hole didn’t just dig itself. I fell into it at seven years old.

			And finally realizing that, it frees something inside me.

			“I’m here for bro. A couple of words to say to him, and I’ll be off.”

			My parents exchange a look. Eyebrows are raised, but unexpectedly, there’s approval there, too. The keys to the apartment are thrown over to me.

			“Stay for supper,” my father says.

			“Stay the night,” my mother says.

			I climb the stairs of our old housing-project building. Too much running, my calves feel like tar, my prostheses like lead. My brother is there when I switch the light on in the living room. I take him down from his shelf, and lay him on the flowery tablecloth in the kitchen, where he always sat before I stole his place, on the TV side. I grab a bottle of water and look at him, eye to eye. He seems to sneer at me with his smug expression, and that face, forever young, that never got its mark.

			“I won’t be a Virtuous. And even if I had been, I could never have become an Angel, let alone an Archangel, Throne, Cherub, and the rest. Because that, bro, that was your destiny. The really classy Instinct, all those brilliant visions, those sudden inspirations, that’s your thing. You had the caliber of a future Very-High, and me, I was only there to protect you. That was my destiny, from the start, making me be born after you. Except that you, you lousy bastard, you didn’t give me a chance. Dying at eleven, seriously? Letting a little cold carry you off like that? What did that leave me, hey, apart from the hole you left? Well, you know what? I’m sick of blowing hot air. It’s your debt, not mine.”

			I shut up, breathless. That’s it, I’m drained.

			I think of my parents, I think of Flo, I think of the Head, I think of my classmates, of all those missed opportunities, and I understand my mistakes, and I accept them.

			Then I think of Claire, Claire and her red eyes, Claire and her promises, Claire and her biker, Claire who smiles at everyone, but didn’t smile the same way at me, because I am me, because you are you, Claire who’d become so close and then became so distant, just like that, without warning, Claire who gave up on the untraceables, who gave up on our partnership, gave up on the We, on us, and here, in my chest, it’s swelling, it’s creaking, it’s roaring, it doesn’t understand and accepts nothing. My disbelief bursts. All that’s left is a magma of anger, incredulity, bitterness, an urgent need for apologies, hers, mine, I don’t even know why, but so what, as long as it fills that hole.

			Claire may have given up, but me, no, me, I’m not giving up. Badge or no badge, destiny or no destiny, I’m not giving up.

			I put my big brother back up on his shelf, between the ashtray and the potpourri. I lay the table, boil some water, scatter pasta everywhere. Cooking with scrap iron for fingers isn’t easy. I have supper with my parents—we don’t talk much but we observe each other a lot—and as soon as I’ve collapsed on the sofa, I do a quick recap.

			Eight pupils vanish into thin air. Three collective murmurs, find us, find the yellow door, find the individual, appear in precise enough locations to form a perfect triangle. Bang in the middle, our Schools neighborhood. Exactly where, thirty-five years ago, ten individualists disappeared, before being found burnt to death on the morning of their exams.

			Why this repetition of the past? What’s the connection? What on earth can those individuals and our untraceables have in common?

			As the night goes by, I feel like I’m almost there, that now I need just one breakthrough to have my answer.

			There’s still time. It’s still possible to save them.

			

			With Claire.

			Dawn hasn’t yet shown up when I leave my parents’ apartment. In the train, I stare at the polished shoes my father laced up for me and loosen the tie my mother knotted for me. My prostheses are cramped in Grandpa’s best suit. They’ve smartened me up for the exams, but there’s one thing that I absolutely must—that we must, Claire and I—sort out first.

			My stop. I run from the station to the Schools neighborhood. The crossroads are swarming with people. The exams will take place in the Very-Highs’ neighborhood: a crowd of pupils are lined up beside the school coaches. I must find Claire and, together, we must find the untraceables while there’s still time.

			I stop dead when I pass the Saint-Monde. A Post-it has been stuck on the door:

			 

			“I am here.”

			 

			At first, I think it’s Claire, but don’t recognize her handwriting, then I remember the note I wrote to the manager yesterday. I push on the door. Unlocked, despite the closed sign.

			“Flo?”

			It’s really dark, thanks to the metal shutters. I survey the bar, missing its cups of coffee, the chairs upended on the tables, and the back room where each videotex has been unplugged. The globe of the supercontinent has been unhooked from the ceiling. The tiles are gleaming. The place has never been so clean.

			I call again:

			“Flo!”

			The air stinks. It’s always stunk, but it stinks differently. It isn’t the usual mix of beer and weed.

			It’s gasoline.

			I swivel round, just in time to see the door, finally cleaned of all its chewing gum, throw me a flash of yellow paint before closing on me.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			THEM

			Fourteen years earlier

			 

			“Do take a seat.”

			“Thank you, sir. It wasn’t too hard, returning to work? I heard about your operation.”

			“Don’t you worry about my old heart. As long as I avoid strong emotions, it should keep me going for a few years. Anyhow, we’re here for you. Or, more precisely, for her. Hello, young lady! I know your mummy well, but it’s the first time you and I are meeting. How old are we then? We must be able to talk a little, surely?”

			“She gets anxious.”

			“And I’m intimidating. We don’t come across an identifier every day. Do we, young lady? What’s our name?”

			“Claire.”

			“Good, good, delighted to meet you, Claire! And it would seem, madam, that a second one is on the way.”

			“I’m four months gone.”

			“Good, good. And so, Claire: why have we come to see me today?”

			“I think her Instinct is a bit delayed.”

			“Right, first I’ll give you the good news, madam. An Instinct is never delayed. It’s there, dormant, it awaits its moment and always reveals itself exactly when necessary. You, for example, you didn’t start tuning musical instruments in the cradle, did you? It came to you later, on the day your dear dad . . . ah, how we miss his violin-playing! Anyhow, for you, it was the day he dragged you along with him to the conservatoire.”

			“That’s true.”

			“Why? Because certain Instincts—not to say all Instincts—are conditional. It’s hard to say as long as the triggering element hasn’t appeared, but believe me, and it’s my lengthy career as an identifier speaking, it always appears when necessary, from the early years onwards. Each Instinct comes about with a very specific aim. And as I’m sure you know: until eleven, children aren’t subject to the vital obligation, as we are, of using their Instinct regularly. Anyhow, the We, all that, it all works swimmingly. So, for goodness’ sake, have patience and faith!”

			“Okay.”

			“Come now, madam, I’m not going to let you stew. My own Instinct is to identify the Instinct of others. But now madam, once the deed is done, once I know what your daughter’s Instinct is, I’ll be obliged to reveal it to you. The verdict will have to come out, whether I want it to or not. So, are you really sure you want to go ahead? The awakening of a latent Instinct, one’s own child’s, what’s more, is a unique moment. You wouldn’t rather keep it a surprise, you and your husband?”

			“Her father doesn’t give a damn. But I do. We’ve both come to the East Sector to see you, it’s a very long journey.”

			“Well, yes, we identifiers aren’t that easy to find! It’s decided, then. Come on, Claire, let’s get a bit closer to the big man. I only have a very small range, you see . . . ”

			“Go ahead, darling.”

			“There, bravo, that’s good. Right here. In my arms.”

			“ . . . ”

			“ . . . ”

			“Well?”

			“It’s . . . incomprehensible. Never before . . . My Instinct has always . . . I really can’t hold her any tighter than that.”

			“You’re scaring me.”

			“I’m scaring myself, too. It’s as if I’d lost my . . . No. It’s her. It’s her!”

			“What about her?”

			“She hasn’t got one! She . . . it shouldn’t even exist! An abomination! Dammit, madam, shit! What have you done? Shit! Take it back! Quick! Take . . . ”

			“Sir? Sir!”

			“ . . . ”

			“Sir.”

			“ . . . ”

			“Claire, come. Let go of him, he . . . he’s fallen asleep. Listen to me. No. Don’t cry. Look, I’m not crying, come on, all over. It’s all over. It’s not your fault. He was very old and had a very sick heart. That’s what we’ll say when we’re asked, won’t we?”

			“ . . . ”

			“Claire. What am I going to tell your father?”

			“ . . . ”

			“Claire. What are you?”

		
			 

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			I hear

			There’s another South, beyond the South Sector. After the sea, the supercontinent goes on. A tiny little empty desert that stands in the great ocean. The rains sometimes carry a little of its sand over to us: it settles and leaves a coating on vehicles, a gift for artistic spontaneity. You’ll see a heart outlined here, a willy there, great porno-philosophical declarations with dodgy spelling.

			On my window, nothing. Just sand.

			I can’t see us leaving the Schools neighborhood. I can’t glimpse the sidewalks or the passers-by. I don’t watch the day break. Our coach is one giant privacy booth.

			Avril is stuck there beside me. She’s looking straight ahead. At what? No idea. Maybe the crowns of Luc’s and Noé’s heads, on the seat in front of us, hair neatly combed, middle parting, not a tuft out of place. She doesn’t like eye-to-eye contact, fine, but she’s never snubbed me so much since telling me a few home truths. One in particular, in fact.

			I don’t know you.

			A whiff of nerves and fear wafts around the coach. With my headphones on I can’t hear them, but several heads are plunged in sick bags. All of us have already come of age here, or almost all. Our careers—our futures—depend on our grades. I’ve prepared all year for this moment. Not for myself—I’ve barely revised—, no, for them. I’ve been ready for ages to distribute, along with endless smiles, glasses wipes, cups of water, sugar for the hypoglycemic, and Post-it notes of encouragement, not all-purpose notes, no, personal messages, each with their first name, when they never remember mine.

			I remain seated at the back of the coach. I distribute nothing. I don’t smile.

			I concentrate on Coco-Rudy’s voice, vibrating in my ears, an interpretation intensified by his Instinct. I’d like to be an instrument. For a bow to run up and down over me, make my body its cello, and finally, finally, transform me into music.

			From a bum note, I’ve turned into a cacophony.

			Years of disappearing into the gap between my teeth, of being just that, a hollow smile, respecting the sacrosanct maternal rule. Don’t attract attention. And now, in just one month, I’ve gone and broken that rule several times. It started the day I got involved in this business of the untraceables, doggedly so, probably because I could have been one of them, snatched in the dark without anyone noticing my absence. I suggested to a virtual stranger that he be my partner. I was questioned by a Virtuous woman and assaulted by a raving lunatic. I blackmailed the two most influential judges of all the Schools. And finally, I may have come across—I so hope I’m wrong, or my days are numbered, too—the person who made the sight of stairs horrific to me, and first made me understand that I wasn’t wanted.

			And there’s January. Whom I loved as much as I loved Avril, even if I loved him in a different way. January who closed up to me when I opened up to him. Who could have grassed on me to the authorities, but didn’t. Who reappeared yesterday, after all those years of avoiding each other, when I was no longer waiting for him.

			He didn’t speak to me. With just a gesture, he invited me to get on his motorbike. I recognized the glimmer in his eyes, under the raised visor of his helmet, the same glimmer that quivered in them on my fifteenth birthday, that inner struggle not to betray the fear I inspire in him, as if I were a body devoid of organs. At least this time he didn’t run away. I almost accepted. Even though nothing could ever be the same as before, even though there’ll always be that shared shame between us, I was tempted to cling onto him in an illusion of closeness and to drive as far as his bike might have taken us.

			I refused. I waited for Goliath. For a long time after January’s departure, I waited for him. He never came.

			So, this out-of-tune turmoil inside me, yes, I believe it’s anger. Against Goliath, against January, against Avril, against my mother, and even more against me, since I couldn’t be bothered just once, despite all my hypocrisy and my sincerity, to conform to what they wanted to see in me.

			Fine, fine, fine. Maybe it’s time to drop the Miss Good Front act.

			I scribble a Post-it note and stick it on Avril’s arm.

			 

			“You don’t know me.

			Yes.

			But have you tried?”

			 

			She finally looks straight at me. I don’t know whether the surprise on her face is due to my Post-it note, or to the sudden lurch that lifts us off our seats. The driver just slammed on the brakes.

			Coco-Rudy’s singing in my headphones covers the cries in the coach and, while my forehead hits the seat in front, I have a paradoxical sense of moving backwards. It’s happening again. I escape from behind and everything becomes distant, the forehead, hands, skin, bones, everything except an I who isn’t really me and who’s looking through me. I’ve had depersonalization attacks ever since my fall in the stairs; this one is mind-blowing. I keep on moving backwards, on the inside of matter, inside anger, inside this void that’s haunted me since birth, until something happens that’s never happened before.

			 

			I come back out the other side.

			 

			The coach is at the end of infinity. I’m absolute perception, without eyes and without ears, a clear field without a blind spot.

			I hear Coco-Rudy.

			Not his voice from my personal stereo anymore, no, I hear his Instinct. And not only Coco-Rudy’s Instinct. I hear everyone. All at once. I hear every Instinct. Everywhere.

			I hear the We.

			I hear its multidimensional weave, fluctuating and pulsating.

			I hear each of the millions of threads being woven there.

			I hear their games and their suffering.

			I hear the compulsion with which they all link up to fill, without ever succeeding, the void between them.

			I hear that I am that void.

			I hear that I hear. 

			I hear Avril.

			 

			“How’s your head?”

			Sore forehead. Back to the density of my body, the limitations of my senses. My headphones are half-off: I’ve got Coco-Rudy’s music in one ear, the moaning of my classmates in the other. In the coach, some are getting restless. Our Head of School addresses us with broad, calming gestures. Remain seated, it’s just a very minor accident, no damage on our side, don’t panic my dears, ensure your personal stereos are back on, take a deep breath, we’ll be off shortly and perfectly in time for your first exam.

			The whole class obeys and goes quiet, except Avril:

			“You look shook up,” she whispers to me.

			Her headphones crackle with heavy metal, but she, too, has one ear uncovered. She contorts herself to pick up the jumble of pens and batteries that spilt out of my bag. Her movements are annoyed and clumsy. I can’t explain exactly why, but the fineness of her wrists, with their prominent network of veins, deeply moves me. I see Avril how I’ve never seen her. She is so alone. Despite her Instinct, despite the We, she has always been so very alone.

			I switch off my personal stereo.

			“The link,” I say to her.

			“What?”

			“Between the untraceables and the individualists. The link. I know what it is.”

			“Which indivi . . . you’re kidding, you’re not still on about that?”

			Avril’s lips tighten, I can hear her exasperated italics, but the instant her eyes meet mine, she seems to crumble. I haven’t the slightest idea what’s happening to me, what happened to me, but for the first time in my life, I feel transparent.

			“Avril. You must find a phone as fast as you can, you alert the police, and the fire department, you tell them to get to the Saint-Monde urgently. And once you’ve done that, Avril, you concentrate like never before and smash those exams. We’ll meet up afterwards. Whatever happens.”

			Avril listens to me with every pore, and not just because of her Instinct, although I don’t know how I know that. Maybe I should have gone to our Head of School, but the truth is, I have far more confidence in Avril than in that guy, who, for years, has barked, “Who are you?”, the moment I walk into his office.

			I must be quick, before the coach sets off again. To the amazement of my classmates and the disgruntled shouts of the driver, I release the emergency exit on the back door. Three steps to go down, three too many for me, but here I am on the road. A scooter hoots as it avoids me. Other school coaches are backed up behind ours, waiting for the traffic to get moving again. I sprint alongside them. I must look like a runaway.

			Is Goliath there, behind one of those grimy windows? I’d like him to be with me, but there isn’t time.

			The sky is a yellowish gray, the sun not quite risen. Thirty-five years earlier, to the day, the bodies of the individualists were found, burnt to a cinder, on the morning of their exams. It’s out of the question for the past to repeat itself, no, no, no, Samuel, Anne, Paul, Lucie, Vincent, Thérèse, Joachim, and Martha, you won’t be toast.

			Because I can finally see it, that link.

			The Saint-Monde.

			

			That refuge for misfits since forever, the Saint-Monde. That landing strip for those who’ve dropped out of life, the Saint-Monde. A sanctuary that’s turned into a trap. “Curtains, after three prestigious centuries.” That’s what the manager told me, looking me straight in the eye. And me, I didn’t even spot him yesterday, on Gavel’s videotex, in that ancient newspaper article, right in the middle of that photo of the first individualists. The waiter. The waiter and his timid middle finger. The waiter who served the beers to those future human torches. He was one of them. He survived them. Find the individual.

			After getting the link, I get a stitch. I’m hitchhiking. My new suit is tight on my stomach and thighs. My heels aren’t designed for a marathon.

			A woman driver stops. She bears the mark of the helpful (sub-category well-being), is heavily pregnant, and on her way to hospital.

			“But I can allow myself a minor detour,” she assures me.

			“Thanks.”

			“Laure.”

			“Claire.”

			“Let’s go.”

			To be polite, I took off my headphones. Laure chatters non-stop, yells at every contraction, shatters the ten-word quota, doesn’t use her indicator, and burns every red light while telling me dirty jokes that crack her up before the punchline. She’s both the waltz and the accordion.

			“Six times a mom, soon seven, and resolutely single. But hey, always trust your Instinct!”

			I can hear that one, too. The Instinct of the affectionate, and it wasn’t her mark that told me. That impulse that pushes her urgently into the arms of suffering souls and the broken-hearted. I can even hear—and find it increasingly disturbing, since it’s a surprise she’ll only get in a few years’ time—the future inspired one who’s wriggling in her belly and impatient to get out of it.

			I’d given up trying to decipher the score of the world, and now here it is, revealing itself to me in a symphonic explosion! I have an Instinct? I have an Instinct. I have an Instinct! An Instinct that bears no resemblance to any theoretical knowledge I have. I’m not a bum note. I’m not a note, either. I’m a silence that hears everything. I’ve never been as happy and horrified.

			“And you?” Laure asks me, swerving the car, and my heart with it. “You look like a pupil who’s not really going in the right direction. Isn’t it today, the big end-of-year exams? Don’t you do them in the Very-Highs’ neighborhood anymore?”

			“Yes, yes.”

			Am I an identifier then? No, no, it’s much more than that. I’m not limited by any condition, or any range. By concentrating, I manage to hear the Instinct of every driver we overtake on the road, every pedestrian we skim past on the sidewalk. And if I concentrate even harder, I can hear, beyond the red concrete of the buildings, helpers, repairers, healers, accountants, makers, so many, everywhere, all of the time!

			Laura yells, another contraction, then laughs.

			“So what’s up, Claire, did you get scared?”

			“It’s complicated.”

			I pour it all out to her. The untraceables no one could be bothered to look for. My partnership with Goliath. The We’s murmurs. The Saint-Monde, where I’m going to try to save what still can be saved. I tell this stranger what I’ve told no adult. I confide in a way no confidant ever confides. Anyhow, what do I care about what a confidant would or wouldn’t do, hey? I have an Instinct! A unidentified Instinct, sure, but an Instinct all the same.

			Laure listens to me. No more dirty jokes.

			“I’ll drive you to the Saint-Monde. Tell me where it is.”

			I open the car door. Laure brakes just in time to avoid me diving out while the car’s moving.

			“Claire!”

			“Your water has broken. You’re going to the hospital. Now. For your daughter.”

			Contraction-yell.

			“How d’you know it’s a girl?”

			“I’ll walk the rest. The Virtuous have been alerted. They’re on their way, don’t worry about me.”

			“You’ll wait for them, hey? Don’t go in there alone, hey? You promise?”

			I promise nothing. Fed up with lying.

			“Thanks.”

			I set off at a sprint again. Laure shouts through the window, between contractions, as she pulls away:

			“I’ll name her Claire!”

			The Schools neighborhood isn’t so far anymore. I have zero stamina, but I run fast enough to cough up my lungs. I’ll name her Claire. Shouldn’t come out with that at such a moment. Not now that I’ve found myself an Instinct (an Instinct, for God’s sake!), now that I’ve finally become We. It’s my own heart that I’m going to end up giving birth to.

			I arrive at the crossroads, at last. The library is closed, the sidewalks are deserted. Obviously, for once, not a patrol in sight; I hope Avril really did manage to alert the Virtuous.

			Of course she did. She’s Avril.

			Right.

			I’m outside the Saint-Monde. “Closed due to misuse.” I don’t go in; not straight away. I can sense not only the Instinct of the manager, but also its range. It’s adapted to his establishment. The second I enter his territory, within his Instinctive range, however discreet I am, he’ll know.

			I focus not on the façade of the café, but at the overall space. It’s like with a stereogram, when you must blur your own vision to make printed images stand out as if 3D, except that I’m not using my eyes. I’m summoning a sense I understand nothing about—an Instinct! My Instinct!—and it’s there, and it’s calm, and it listens. A broadening of being. I perceive the We, less entirely than during my attack, but enough to get close to it. I sharpen the focus. There are eleven Instincts behind those walls, including one that emits a defective frequency. A sick Instinct. And because I can see that particular Instinct, I can make sure I can’t be seen by it. Slip between the threads of the weave. Embody the silence between the notes.

			I push open the Saint-Monde’s door. Not locked; the manager is viscerally incapable of doing so.

			The main room is deserted. The sick Instinct emanates from the ceiling like an infestation of mold. There’s a smell of gasoline, too. I stand in front of the staircase, that dreadful staircase that always petrified me.

			Which still does petrify me.

			They’re all up there.

			I must go up.

			I can’t.

			They’ll end up burnt.

			I can’t.

			Every second counts.

			I can’t. 

			I can’t.

			

			I don’t eat fear anymore.

			I give myself up to it and let it devour me entirely.

			

			 

		

	
		
			THE INDIVIDUAL

			The acceptance of annihilation

			Right here, friends. Here that I was born, between the thighs of the old dear and the walls of the Saint-Monde, yup, maybe that’s why my Instinct clung on to this place. “The universe wants you here, my boy,” the old dear would tell me. As if the universe gave a damn, frankly.

			The worst, friends, is that I believed her, the old dear.

			We’ve dragged along the Saint-Monde for thirteen generations. Old as your Schools, it is. We didn’t all have the same Instincts, in the family, but they all put themselves at the Saint-Monde’s service. For the old dear, for example, it was alcoholfree cocktails. When you’d drag yourself to our café with feet like lead, well, she’d serve you, with astrological precision, the elixir you needed to get you back in the saddle. She’d concoct a new one for you almost every day, a fiendishly effective alchemy of syrups, plants, and spices. She sure had the knack for that. All the pupils around here would come to draw their inspiration at the bottom of the glass she’d slam down on the bar in front of them, and no one, ever, would leave without paying her.

			And me, friends, me, I was the nice mommy’s boy. You can finally walk, my boy? That’s good, bravo, now you can work. I was there for all the opening-ups, all the closing-ups, always at my post, including Sundays. And welcoming the customer, with a smile if you please, and showing them to a table, and taking their order, and serving them, and listening to them complaining about their teachers, their grades, their essays, and even, occasionally, after one of the old dear’s cocktails, very quietly about their Instinct. For me, friends, zero tips. I’m not the old dear, I never had the knack. I got to dread it, that damned yellow door that the pupils push open from morning to night, forcing me to leave the can bang in the middle of doing my business. How many times didn’t I fall down those stairs, hey? And yet, I swear to you, really, I believed her, the old dear, when she’d tell me that it was an honor to have hospitality in the blood, a privilege to receive the elite and the geeks at our place.

			I believed her until the day they turned up.

			There were ten of them, friends, just like you are today. In suits and ties, guys and gals alike. I remember the look in their eyes, as they came through the yellow door and sat at a table without waiting for me. I’ve forgotten their names, forgotten their faces, forgotten their marks, but the look in their eyes, no, that look, it imprinted itself on me the way I’m going to imprint it on you. Because you know, friends, what was to be found in that look?

			The acceptance of annihilation.

			They never complained, they didn’t, ever. Didn’t give a fuck about teachers and grades and essays. Didn’t give a fuck about Instincts. And they didn’t talk quietly at all, those ten, you could hear them at the other end of the café, dismantling the whole of society, brick by brick, cobblestone by cobblestone, and laughing as they did so. Wherever they’d sit, it was like a ditch was being dug around them: customers would change places, move their chairs, or just leave the café so as not to be seen in such disturbing company.

			But for me it was the total opposite, much to the displeasure of the old dear, who disapproved of those ten. They were my age. They had the words. I fell hook, line, and sinker for all ten of them at once, yup. It was like they’d opened a door in my mind, and not yellow, that one, the same opening, friends, that your narrow little minds still reject (patience, patience).

			Every day, they’d come to their table. Every day, I longed to sit with them. They captivated me, they smiled at me, and they promised me what I was so desperately hoping for, what I’m offering you today, friends. Because they had a plan, those ten, an amazing snub to Instinct Administration, except that, well, they needed a volunteer.

			I said yes.

			They left the café, never to return, but the appointment was made. When it came to days off, friends, I had very few, but there’s one that I’ll remember all my life. Maybe because it should have been the last. Like today, yup. The Saint-Monde always followed the rhythm of the Schools, the old dear would only close it during the exam period. It was thirty-five years ago exactly. That morning, I dressed myself up, smart as a Seraph, I swear to you, my heart was soaring, all set for the great departure! I gave the old dear the slip, I crossed the deserted crossroads, and went where I was expected, really expected, really me, at a sports ground, over there, behind your Schools.

			They were there, all ten of them. We were there, all eleven of us. Soon to be eleven less. A sublime number, a sensational message. Advice to those pseudo-heroes who want to embrace the path to sanctification: guys, we open the path to annihilation for you!

			We’d each brought our can; each brought our lighter. Oh, the absurd fragrance of gasoline, friends, breathe it in deeply now just as I breathed it in back then . . . My suit reeked of it, just like your sheets do.

			“They lit their lighters. All ten of them. With a smile and without the slightest hesitation. Okay, sure, I’ll grant you, they might have been smiling a little less the next moment, but hey! Not a single cry, can you imagine, while they were turning their bodies into fireworks. It was the most sublime and most gross spectacle I’ve ever watched, friends, a spectacle I was supposed to be part of.

			“My lighter didn’t work. Impossible to ignite my own spark.

			Someone somewhere gave the alert. Soon, the crowds and the cops. There are opportunities like that, friends, that occur instantly, or don’t occur at all. I missed mine that morning. I ran away.

			“I returned to the café, tail between legs. Under the shower, I listened to the pounding of my heart and the sirens of the ambulances. It could have, it should have been me. The old dear hadn’t even twigged I’d been away, demonstrating how insubstantial I already was at that time. How did I feel after that, you’ll ask me (thank you, thank you)? Like a less-than-nothing that was already too much. There absolutely had to be eleven of us, you understand, for our message to go down in history. Eleven lives that no one would have saved. Eleven lives that would have escaped the Computus. One badge less for Saints who were unable to become one. Eleven lives splendidly lost: others would have taken over and lit other fires that would have lit even more fires—101! 1,001! 10,001!—until everything was reduced to ashes.

			A damp squib, that’s what I was.

			I got back to work, and to my semblance of an existence, that pointless irony that’s called life. One evening, the old dear kicked the bucket between cocktails, and suddenly I found myself alone behind the bar, facing that confounded yellow door that the pupils haven’t stopped pouring through since, each sticking their chewing gum onto it, like a marking of territory, year after year, an invasion of vandals who, like vampires, sucked away what little money and pride remained to me.

			The worst? Those little phonies of today who claim to be individualists and come preaching at mine, in my café, when they’ve understood nothing, nothing whatsoever, about what true, authentic freedom is.

			That’s where you come in, friends. All ten of you. Eleven with me.

			The exams of your little classmates will begin in five minutes: at that precise moment, we’ll go up in flames. And believe me, this time, the fire we’re going to start together, it won’t be going out anytime soon.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			Paroxysmal fear

			Ache all over. Short of air. As usual, I immediately think of the invader of the invisible—bacteria, virus, cancer—that’s already parasitizing me from inside. Every morning, same battle, and my mechanical hands can but quietly explore a skin I’ve actually learnt not to feel anymore.

			This time, my hands explore nothing. Total silence at the end of the arms.

			I unstick my lashes; my eyelids are mush, my brain’s a fog. I squint at Grandpa’s tie around my neck. I fell asleep seated? My eyes dart down. Luggage straps are digging into my ribs and creasing my suit.

			I’m attached to a chair.

			My head falls back down as soon as I lift it. Weighs a ton. A wet hiss escapes from my nose. My nostrils are blocked, barely space for any air to get through. I’m suffocating, jeez. I want to breathe through my mouth, but can’t.

			I’ve got tape over my face.

			My Instinct is electrifying my body. It’s what pulled me out of unconsciousness, with fierce rushes of adrenalin. Someone close to me is in danger. I catch blurry images between two jerks of my head. Dusty sunlight falls from a skylight. There are beams up in the ceiling, like some overturned ship. Okay, an attic. Around me, white rectangles flat on the floor. Nine mattresses. Nine bodies. And between all this immobilized flesh, a man in perpetual motion.

			The manager of the Saint-Monde.

			He paces from one mattress to another, peers into their eyes, sometimes turns towards me. He gets excited and shouts out, chest puffed with a bombast that only bursts out of him in dribs and drabs:

			“Cocktail, friends! The universe. Generations, yup. Had the knack for that, zero tips. Dismantling, friends! Thirty-five years. Forgotten their names. The acceptance of annihilation.”

			What little air reaches me stinks of gasoline. That’s it, I remember: the Post-it at the entrance to the Saint-Monde, the door that closed, yellow that door. And after? No one downstairs, but that smell, the very smell that’s making me nauseous right now, coming from upstairs. And of course, rather than getting the hell out and calling for support, I went up there; one floor after another, straight into the trap.

			I don’t get it. How can this anemic, almost sixty-year-old have got the better of a strapping fellow like me? I get it. It’s precisely because I think in that way. Because I’m always too quick to judge. I forged ahead and didn’t anticipate the strike from behind; a strike with a syringe, judging by the burning sensation under my ear. He drugged me, the bastard.

			He’s still talking to us, or to himself, I’m not sure, like some teacher in a lecture hall:

			“They had the words, friends! Patience, patience. The last. Really expected. The absurd fragrance, friends! Impossible to light. Opportunities like that. Thank you, thank you. A damp squib, yup. Marking of territory. In five minutes. Won’t be going out anytime soon, friends!”

			He finally belts up, but his compulsive thumb keeps making the flame of a lighter appear and then disappear, which stirs up my Instinct.

			My sight becomes clearer. I can see them better from my chair, those nine tied-up bodies wriggling about on their mattresses. Boys and girls of my age, or almost, prematurely aged, gaunt and necrosed, hair gone white, arms gone black from repeated injections. Drenched in kerosene. Jeez. For weeks, I’ve been eating croques on the ground floor when they were all stuck in the attic. My Instinct didn’t turn a hair for all that time, but it’s not just a question of range. It’s because the manager looked after them, badly, sure, but looked after his forced guests all the same. Until today, the danger wasn’t immediate. I recognize Vincent, much thinner than on the photo his friend Baptiste showed me. I can just about make out who the others are. Paul, Anne, Lucie, Joachim, Thérèse, Martha.

			And Flo.

			Her dirty braids are mussed across the pillow. Her bare feet stick out from under a sheet. Cords are cutting into her wrists and ankles. Above the gag, her eyes latch on to mine. She’s dripping in gasoline.

			My heart furiously pumps my blood, flooding oxygen into my every muscle. I want to break out of my straps, put miles between that lighter and Flo, but my arms produce no response anymore. And for good reason: they’re lying at my feet, along with the sleeves of my suit, in a pool of oil, cogs, springs, rods, screws, and nuts. Dangling from my stumps are a few cables, severed any old how. The manager was clearly busy during my nap.

			He must have noticed my agitation, because he moves towards me. Close-up of his mark and the shadows under his eyes. His pupils are dilated, like black holes. He stinks. He’s poured gasoline over himself, too. He’s wearing washing-up gloves: wouldn’t want to set fire to himself while playing with the lighter.

			I wanted to be reassigned to fires? I got what I wanted.

			“Look at Martha.”

			I look at her. On the mattress, head thrown back, hair tangled up, body convulsing; despite the muscle wasting, something is struggling ferociously inside Martha.

			“You’re doing that to her.”

			Yes. Martha is a repairer. This torturer amused himself by taking my prostheses apart merely to drive her Instinct crazy. I’m suffocating under my tape.

			“Look at yourself.”

			The manager gives me a mighty slap without warning. My nape cracks. My ear is ringing.

			“A protector who doesn’t protect himself. A walking paradox.”

			He’s pretty strong, this man who’s tired of life. And yet, when he looks into my eyes once again, I can see he’s seeking some kind of . . . approval?

			“Look at Joachim.”

			I look at him. The poor guy is staring at the roof beams. He’s not writhing like the others, this one. Self-denial incarnate. What was it the manager said again? The acceptance of annihilation. Oh no, I sure won’t be giving him that pleasure. Under the tape and the straps, I’m bellowing all my lust for life.

			Somewhere, a clock chimes.

			“It’s time,” the manager says.

			He lights his lighter under my nose. Then, one step at a time, without taking his eyes off me, he backs over to Flo’s mattress.

			“I’m offering you the void, I am.”

			My Instinct is boiling my innards. He’s going to do it. He’s going to drop his bomb on Flo. A tidal wave of fury and terror lifts me up, along with my chair. I do what I do best: I forge ahead, head down. Straight into the belly of the manager. He falls some way away; as does the lighter; mercifully unlit, or we’d all be done for. A cracking of bone. Not one of mine, I hope, I came down awkwardly. Without my arms, strapped to this chair, I have to use my legs to move onto my side and get my face off the floorboards. Now here I am, lying sideways, my stump of flesh and metal crushed under my own weight, shoulder almost dislocated. I landed beside Flo’s mattress; her head is turned towards me. I can’t figure out the look filtering through her braids. Is she begging me to help her, or to stop helping her? Jeez. I didn’t lure her away from that bridge just for her to end up as ashes.

			It’s raining on me. The manager is back on his feet, I can just see him out of the corner of my eye; he’s emptying a can of gasoline over me. It’s flooding my eyelashes, burning my retinas, creeping up my nose. And all I can do is accept it, without flinching. Try as I might, it’s impossible for me to get up.

			Total humiliation. Paroxysmal fear.

			No way. It can’t end like this, unfinished like my brother, as if nothing I’ve done, that I’ve tried to do, ever really counted. I can’t read Flo’s eyes, okay, but me, me, I want her to be able to read mine, to scream to her: I still want to see you, Flo, playing on your lousy videotex, chewing your nails, and dunking your fries in mayo, sorry Flo, I don’t care if you eat cockroaches, I should never have treated you like you were disgusting, and sorry, too, for not letting you help me, you wanted to know more about the untraceables and if I’d agreed that day, instead of sulking, you’d have told me, wouldn’t you, Flo, that you knew their faces, that, like you, they were regulars at the Saint-Monde, and I’d have finally understood that that was the common denominator.

			“I liberate.”

			The manager’s voice, the click of a lighter. Groaning and struggling on every mattress.

			I close my eyes. I don’t want my fear to be the last thing Flo sees. I think of my parents, who’ll have to do without my Sunday visits, then I think, fuck, my eyelids are going to burn with me, I squeeze them as hard as I can and, with a totally incongruous surge of joy, their darkness suddenly reminds me of the darkness I couldn’t resist between the lucky front teeth of . . . 

			“You’re liberating no one. Not even yourself.”

			That isn’t the manager’s voice. All the bodies have frozen.

			I wrench my neck and roll my eyes. My field of vision is distorted by my enforced fetal position, but I get a sideways glimpse of a figure in the stairwell. In the middle of that figure, a smile. The smile.

			

			“Shouldn’t be here,” the manager says above me, and I can feel the flame flickering close to my ear.

			I rather agree with him on that. I thought Claire was in a coach, maybe even mid-exam (I’ve lost all notion of time,) and I must say, I’ve never been so glad to be wrong. She, too, behind her smile, is astonished to find me here. I don’t remain hopeful for long. I can’t see how she could help us here, particularly since no Virtuous seem to be with her. Has Claire even clocked the lighter? Does she know that, at the slightest spark, we’ll all turn into crêpes flambées?

			She remains very calm and, crucially, very far away.

			“Shouldn’t be here,” the manager repeats.

			There’s a change in his voice, and not a good one. For the first time, I sense he’s annoyed. Hey, that’s a point. This guy’s Instinct is triggered the moment anyone walks into his café. How did Claire manage to get around that?

			“I know,” she says. “I’m one too many. Eleven, that was the perfect number. A real slap in the face for Instinct Administration. A middle finger to the We. If I burn here with you, the message won’t get through, just like it didn’t get through thirty-five years ago. Ten deaths, twelve deaths, blame it on bad luck. Eleven, yes, eleven, that’s an undeniable provocation. At any rate (Claire’s smile now broadens), that’s the story you’ve told yourself. Because you know it deep down, don’t you? You sense that at this precise moment, it’s the We lighting that lighter through you.”

			I notice it not with my eyes, but with my ears: Claire is getting closer. It’s almost imperceptible, infinitesimal. She gives the illusion of speaking to us from a distance, of staying in her corner at the back of the attic, inoffensively, far from the lighter, but look carefully, and she’s edging between the mattresses. An expert in going unnoticed.

			And still leaning over me with his flame, the manager can’t resist listening to her, almost helplessly, as if, of the two, he was suddenly the confidant.

			“Of course you sensed it. Maybe not at first, maybe not when it was just drifting in, but you inevitably ended up seeing it. Who was first? Anne? Paul? Joachim? They confided in you, between a couple of coffees at the bar. You learnt of their problems, their difficulties integrating at their Schools, their empty wallets that didn’t permit them to make a mistake. And with each one, you gave in. You opened the Saint-Monde’s most private doors to them. Just to help out, you’d tell them, just a night or two, a quiet little corner far from their hostile dormitories. And let’s be clear, you didn’t do that to liberate yourself from the We, both you and them. You did it because your Instinct itself imposed it on you. An Instinct that was no longer satisfied with welcoming and serving. An Instinct that transformed your guests into hostages. You opened your door to them to such an extent that, quite simply, you could no longer let them leave.”

			Claire is now close to the manager. From the corner of my eye, stuck as I am on the floor, I watch their face-off way above me. Now’s the time. I’ve already seen it in action, that hardness well hidden behind the softness. She’s going to strike where it’s not expected, but if she misses, or the guy drops his lighter, I’m toast.

			Claire’s hand doesn’t strike. It reaches out and opens up.

			“I’m offering you the choice.”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			I’m dying as one of eleven

			He hesitates.

			I feel nauseous. Not due to the smell, no: due to his Instinct. I still can’t understand how mine works (My Instinct! My very own! The We’s very own! My own personal Instinct after years of the sulks!), but I can feel the discordance of his Instinct in my very bones. That rotten music oozes from the manager’s every pore. He stares at me with his dead eyes; the flame of his plastic lighter is only too alive.

			Between us, Goliath.

			Lying on the floor, strapped to his chair, mouth taped, prostheses amputated, I have no idea why he isn’t sitting at his exam table right now. I’m shamefully relieved to know he’s here, with me, despite everything. I can sense his Instinct, too, battling and struggling to protect all that must be protected, to protect us, all of us in this attic drenched in gasoline. Wherever the lighter falls, there’ll be fire and it’ll be the end.

			I do what I may not do best but, let’s say, do as well as I can since leaving my mother’s control: I improvise.

			I look the manager of the Saint-Monde straight in the eye.

			“Let’s make a bet. I say that it’s your Instinct, and only your Instinct, that has trapped you here with your guests. I’ll release one and take their place. If I’m wrong, your Instinct will allow that guest to leave the Saint-Monde and you’ll be able to sacrifice eleven lives, as planned. But if I’m right, if your Instinct wakes up, if it turns out that all this is the We’s game, a brand new game with new rules, a game you’re playing unwittingly, here, now; in short, if I’m right, then whatever happens, whatever you feel, you’ll turn that lighter off.”

			“You’re on.”

			The manager’s voice is a whisper; the flame burns. Slowly, he hands me the can he’s holding in his other hand. Challenging me. I empty what gasoline remains in it over my new suit. Okay . . . What the hell am I doing? Who am I to wager with lives?

			Come on, there’s a prisoner to untie. Just one.

			Who? Samuel? Anne? Paul? Vincent? Thérèse? Joachim? Martha? Lucie? Not Goliath. Even without arms, his Instinct will dictate that he remain here, between the lighter and us. Now wide-open, his eyes direct me to an adolescent tied to a mattress, opposite him. Florence. Okay: I untie her, untape her. She’s weak, but her eyes look firmly at mine and she remains upright, enough, at least, to tackle all the steps—fifty-one, plus the attic’s thirteen, yes, I counted them—separating her from freedom.

			“Slam the door hard when you leave,” I tell her. “So we can all hear you from here.”

			She tries to speak to me, gives up, her throat is too dry, but she’s got the message. I know, I can’t afford to make a mistake. And yet mistakes, well, I’ve sure made some. Starting with Florence herself. I convinced myself that she couldn’t be one of the untraceables, claimed that the abductor would never go so far as to remove and hold a minor, and I was horribly wrong.

			I basically misjudged the man facing me. If I win the bet, will he turn off his lighter?

			The question reverberates along with Florence’s unsteady steps down the stairs. Fifty-nine. It’s the Saint-Monde’s pulse slowing, speeding up, then slowing again. Forty-five. Interminable, this countdown, while our eyes hover across the attic, thirty-eight, and the bodies freeze on the mattresses, thirty-two, and Goliath stops puffing under his tape, twenty-seven, and I clench my buttocks to avoid a wrong move, the one that would wreck the safety of all this stillness. Twenty-five. The lighter flame still hovers above Goliath. Twenty-three. The manager, glistening with gasoline, doesn’t react. Twenty-one. Not only with gasoline. Nineteen. With sweat. Seventeen. Florence’s steps, sixteen, becoming fainter and fainter, fifteen, drain him entirely.

			Fourteen. Soon, the door.

			Thirteen. A sound.

			Twelve. A groan.

			Eleven. A moan.

			Ten. A cry.

			The manager doesn’t move, but his Instinct screams through him, nine, blurts out garbled words and demands, eight, orders Florence to stay, seven, implores her to come back up. Six. Down below, the step stumbles. Five. She heard him; she heard him and she stops; she stops and she waits; she waits and she sets off again. Four. Three. Two.

			Just one step to go.

			The manager is gaping. His eyes, mouth, arteries are contorted by a call too strong for him, an internal force that busts his contours, bursts his I.

			The door of the Saint-Monde slams. Florence is outside.

			The manager doubles up, as if she’d come out of his stomach. Me, all I see is the lighter in his hand. I see the lighter falling, a tiny little flame, a tiny little teardrop, I see its fire devouring Goliath, and, being unsated, I see it consuming Samuel, swallowing Lucie, and Vincent, and Martha, and Paul, and Anne, and Joachim, and Thérèse, I see it snapping at my feet, crackling up my tights, caressing my skin, setting my hair ablaze, feasting on me, gnawing us to the bone, us, us? Us! I lived alone, I’m dying as one of eleven.

			A cracking sound.

			The manager’s fist drips with blood and plastic. The lighter never fell: he crushed it. The flame went out.

			We stare at each other. He lost his bet and kept his word. I can see how much he hates me for being right and, for the first time, his lips form a complete sentence:

			“If even the void isn’t a choice, what is left to me?”

			And at that precise moment, my Instinct stops.

			It stopped.

			I no longer sense the sick Instinct of the manager before me, or the enraged Instinct of Goliath at my feet, or the tormented Instincts of the found who surround me. Try as I might to force it (force what? No idea, it was there and it’s not there anymore), my radar has gone out like the lighter. As simply, as cruelly as that.

			Finished. No more Instinct. Out of stock.

			And now I’m me again, only me. Me without We.

			And that’s when I understand, gutting me even more, that it wasn’t an Instinct. Because a real Instinct, even dormant, even in waiting, an Instinct never stops, it’s always there, it’s sensed, it’s experienced. And me, I’m experiencing nothing anymore. I don’t know what happened to me in that coach, what it changed in me, but I believed what I really wanted to believe. Talk about a failure.

			And I can’t find anything to reply to the manager.

			His lucidity doesn’t last, the Instinct regains possession of him. He makes a dash to catch Florence, to bring her back to the other side of the door, into the trap, with all his prey. I don’t get time to be grief-stricken. I shove my shoulder against his, trip him up, throwing him onto the floor, twist his arms behind his back, and stick my knee between his shoulder blades.

			In the distance, sirens. Ambulance, police, not sure, it’s all mixed up, but thanks, Avril.

			“Tie me up,” the manager begs me.

			There’s no shortage of straps here. I tie him to a beam, then untie his prisoners. It’s not beings I’m releasing, it’s skin, bones, and a sliver of substance in the middle. Florence may not have been here long enough to suffer the effects of abstinence, but the others are all old folks with white hair. Not a word, not a sigh, barely any movement. Those who are less exhausted help the others to stand up. They’re going to need a lot of time, these untraceables, to find themselves again.

			“You’re totally nuts!” Goliath splutters to me, as soon as his tape is removed. “A goddam bet like that, jeez!”

			I look at him. He looks at me. I’ve already witnessed these features in the parade of human judgment, from pride to envy, and all the nuances of comparison in between. What I discover in him, in this attic, is totally new. Recognition. Not gratitude, no: he’s staring at me as if he, too, was finally discovering me. It consoles me (a little) for that Instinct that I didn’t really lose, since I never really had it.

			“Partners?” Goliath asks.

			The words that are too much—the only thing that matters—are still palpable between us, more than ever, even, but there’s suddenly a crack in their wall. Maybe he and I, too, with a lot of time, will find each other one day.

			“Partners,” I reply.

			“I’d happily shake your hand, but . . . ”

			I hoist Goliath up onto his feet and, rather pathetically, I straighten his tie. What remains of his arms is scattered over the floorboards. Without their weight and equilibrium, he struggles to keep his balance. With his foot, he sweeps the dismantled pieces of his prostheses aside, out of Martha’s range. Barely freed, she’s already being held back by the others: despite having no strength left and being short on tools, her Instinct would have compelled her to repair everything with her bare hands.

			“Get the others out,” I tell Goliath. “I’ll stay here. With him.”

			“You’re sure?”

			Goliath glances at my switched-off personal stereo. He’s not sure about leaving a confidant alone with a criminal.

			“Yes.”

			“Okay. I’ll be back.”

			Which has the ring of a solemn promise. Goliath escorts the found ones down the many stairs of the Saint-Monde, their footsteps a disorderly racket. They flounder, they stagger, but they are becoming distant. They’re escaping. The manager convulses under his ties, bangs the back of his head against the beam, tormented by the contradictory Instinct that turned him first into a hostile host, then into a jealous jailer.

			We remain face to face, alone, in the murky sunshine from the skylight.

			“Why?” he asks me. “Why all this? Why not nothing?”

			I give him the only answer I’m absolutely sure of, now more than ever:

			“I don’t have an Instinct.”

			Sudden silence. Then the manager coughs and spits and splutters. A laugh, I believe, maybe his very first one.

			“They’d said it, all ten of them! Just before burning, they’d said it! Thirty-five years ago, they’d said it!”

			“Said what?”

			“That you existed.”

			Well, that I hadn’t seen coming.

			“Me?”

			“You. Because that’s what you are. A You. An individual, the genuine article.”

			I have a thousand questions to ask him, but footsteps are already moving up towards the attic. Goliath? I freeze. The figure placing spotlessly white sneakers on the floorboards, then making its way between beams and mattresses, no, that’s not Goliath.

			Above an endless turtleneck, it’s the face from the staircase.

			It’s got bigger, that face, lengthened, thickened, and today bears the mark of an orphan Instinct, but yes, it’s definitely the face that imprinted itself on my retinas as a child, from the bottom of the oak steps, shocked after my tumble, in the apartment building back there, in the North-Northeast Sector. The face of Modeste, and giving him back his name gives him even more substance. The “III” badge pinned on his sweater causes me hot flashes. My nightmare is an Archangel. His Instinct (which I would have sensed in advance if my radar hadn’t cleared off) is here for me. Again.

			An Instinct of death.

			Modeste moves closer. I only spot the gun at the last moment. It’s pointed not at me, but at the manager, still tied to his beam, his laughter getting louder.

			I don’t think anymore. I dive forward. My hand pushes away Modeste’s. The shot goes off into the attic. The bullet missed the manager, but it sets fire to a can. The flames spread immediately, from floorboard to floorboard, mattress to mattress. It all happens too fast. The heat is instant, unbearable. The manager’s laughter becomes a scream. His clothes flare up. I’m drenched in gasoline, too. I’m going to catch fire. I can’t see the manager anymore, or Modeste, or the way out, the smoke is everywhere, around me, in me, I’m suffocating.

			I’m lifted up high.

			I’m carried down one flight of stairs, then another, then another, and yet I’m not light. I’m blinded by tears, but after an eternity of steps, I finally feel fresh air on my skin. We’re outside. Then inside again. I’m seated in a car.

			Goliath’s booming voice reaches me:

			“Claire! Is she okay? We heard a shot! What happened up there? Hey, I’m talking to you! Where are you taking her?”

			Car doors, engine. I rub my eyes to ease the stinging. Just get time to glimpse, through the window, Goliath’s stunned face on his armless body, the ambulance workers putting our found ones on stretchers, and, zooming out, the smoke spewing from the top of the Saint-Monde, like some volcano. Already distant. And then, suddenly, I realize that the manager is still up there. Because me, I’d tied him up.

			Frantically, I try the door handle. It comes off in my hand.

			“It was too late for him,” a voice says. “He was already dead when I got there. Otherwise, confidant, my Instinct would have propelled me into the flames to save him.”

			I tear myself away from the window. I’m on the back seat of an old jalopy. At the wheel, I recognize the Virtuous woman who forcibly escorted me and Goliath back, the other evening. She’s in civvies. Even out of uniform, she resembles a drum. The skin of her forehead appears taut; not one expression line in the rear-view mirror. Her cheeks and sleeves are flecked with cinders.

			Okay. It’s she who saved me.

			For now.

			In the passenger seat in front of me, between the bars of the headrest, I stare at Modeste’s turtleneck. His hair got singed. Seated to my left, I discover January, his mohawk crushed under his soundproof headphones; his fingers fiddle with a piercing. How distant it is, that hand he held out to me yesterday! And what if I’d accepted it, his motorbike ride? Where would I be now?

			The three of them say nothing, but their Instincts speak for them. I save. I kill. I obey.

			I wipe my cheeks. My makeup is but a smudge. I think of the manager, the gun, the fire. He didn’t stand a chance. It was an execution, without trial or prison. Through the window, the town flashes past. The Virtuous woman drives fast and I’ve broken the handle of my door. Modeste and January know who I am; or rather, who I’m not.

			Who will denounce me first?

			On the other side of the windshield, the skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the South grows bigger and bigger . . . The Virtuous woman drives into an underground carpark, and after several loops, parks. Her old jalopy clashes with the rows of limousines. Wherever I look, haloed logos. 

			I already am denounced.

			“I’d like to make a call.”

			No one answers me. At least January has the excuse of the headphones.

			My mother can do nothing more for me, that I know, but someone must tell her. So she knows that her daughter—her flaw—has been unmasked. It’s too late for me, but she can still run away, to where no demystifier will go find her. A guy has recently been sentenced because his Instinct fucked up. I refuse to imagine the interrogation they’d have in store for the genitrix of the only human being in the world to have been renounced by the We.

			The Virtuous woman opens my door.

			She gives me no order, but her holster is obvious between the panels of her jacket. Modeste hasn’t put his gun away, and its silencer catches the carpark’s lights. January is pulling hard enough on his piercings to rip his flesh, incapable of looking away, a witness against his will, subject to an imperative that’s stronger than his will.

			“What are you going to do with me?”

			“Make an example of you,” the Virtuous woman replies.

			I look at Modeste who’s also looking at me; his face has haunted my nights since childhood.

			Ah. So, that’s it.

			I’m going to end here, end now, not as one of eleven, no, end as one of one, like a turd, and maybe I won’t ever be part of the We, but I gazed at it, the We, I heard it, I felt it, not from the inside, granted, but something did happen in that coach, that must mean something, that should have meant something, to me at any rate, and dammit, I was still quite attached to my lardy little self.

			The manager was right, after all.

			Why not nothing?

	 
			

			 

		

	
		
			MODESTE

			Claire and I

			I give my lovey a wipe. The fire made us dirty, it and me. I still have the smell of burning in my nostrils. Love it. Have stretched my legs out on the leather sofa. My sneakers aren’t white anymore. On the walls, multicolored silkscreen prints of Very-Highs. You can see the sea from the 82nd floor.

			Claire is sitting very straight on a chair. Head turned towards window, a soft neck, her polished nails grip her skirt, her boots press against each other.

			The buttonhole of her blouse is strained by excess flesh. She has mussed-up bangs, mascara down her cheeks. Hey, I’d forgotten that little beauty spot under the left eye.

			A receptionist serves her some cold water, me a hot cocoa. He leaves us. We drink in silence. We’re in a waiting room, so we wait. Claire and I.

			She’s not trembling, but I sense her fear. Which is justified. My Instinct can command me at any time to empty my gun on her. I’d have already done so, never mind the blood, never mind the carpet, never mind the leather, never mind the wait, I’d have done so if it hadn’t been for precisely that wait. A wait that began long before this room, at my birth. The opportune moment. Opportune for what? For an example, perhaps, as the Virtuous woman said.

			“How’s Dad?”

			Claire is looking at the sea. No one here knows—must ever know, I find myself thinking—who we are to each other. We don’t look alike. I was born after her to correct that mistake. I love the We, but that, well, it’s a personal affair. A family one. Claire and I.

			“The doctors give him a few months.”

			Claire’s eyes widen, moisten, and what becomes a tear is banished with a few blinks. She keeps looking at the sea. She’s never known Dad sick.

			Her question calls for mine:

			“How’s Mom?”

			“She’ll be fine if she’s left out of this. Please.”

			On the personal-stereo case, attached to her belt, a sticker of a pierced heart. The button has remained pressed on “pause.” Claire lost her headphones during the fire. She shudders at the slightest noise: the ringing of a phone, footsteps in the corridor, a seagull outside, the gurgling of the water dispenser. It’s not just apprehension, but also unfamiliarity. A real fake confidant. I stare at the mark on her face that deceives everyone. She must have avoided a good many demystifiers. Here, at the Very-Highs’ place, she can bump into one around ever corridor.

			I breathe in the aroma of my cocoa.

			“Haven’t you forgotten something?”

			Claire is taken aback. I am, too, I hadn’t planned to ask her that question; didn’t even know I was asking myself the question, in fact.

			“What kind of something?”

			“Something between you and me.”

			“You mean, apart from your attempt at murder in the stairwell? No, just like that, really, I can’t see what.”

			“Never mind.”

			I empty my cup. The cocoa’s cooled down.

			“Are you going to kill me?” she asks.

			“Yes.”

			I place my sneakers back on the floor, throw my dirty paper hanky into a pedestal ashtray—perfect shot—and put my lovey away.

			“But not today.”

			Claire finally turns from the sea to me. Her half-open lips allow a glimpse of darkness between her two front teeth. Mine are exactly the same. I’m not emotional. So why this sudden quickening inside me? Why did my left hand prevent my right hand from killing her, the other night?

			Claire unsettles me.

			“Confidant. Off you go.”

			The Virtuous woman has appeared at the door. Her meeting with the Very-Highs is over: Claire and I are next. We’re guided through a succession of glass doors, then led into a meeting room.

			The man, the woman, the child, and the old lady are sitting at a work table, under neon ceiling lights. Bermuda shorts, suspenders, bandanas: enough to forget their marks of the inspired and their “VI” badges.

			I cross myself, sit at one end of the table, facing January, a witness since forever.

			Claire remained standing.

			I sense that she’s crushed. Until today, the Very-Highs of the South were merely promotional posters and newspaper headlines to her. These four Seraphs have a combined total of thirteen million lives saved, without ever having left this skyscraper. They can see far beyond these walls. Their Instincts know whom to place in which location and at which moment in order to influence the entire course of History.

			I love them.

			I give them a factual report of the recent events. Our usual patrol. The Virtuous woman’s walkie-talkie. Emergency at the Saint-Monde. Arrival at the premises. Ten pupils in a terrible state. My Instinct awakening. The anomaly that’s in the attic.

			I don’t specify who that actually is, whether the manager or Claire. She looks at me.

			January looks at me, too. Keeps a close eye on me? He knows about Claire, that’s obvious. On top of his head, released from under the soundproof headphones, his rainbow mohawk stands proud. What color was his hair before? Can’t remember anymore. He has piercings even on his arms, which are crossed on the table, sleeves rolled up. I love him, too, but I doubt it’s reciprocal.

			I’ve finished my report. Claire looks as if she’s wondering whether it’s her turn to give hers. Everything would be so much simpler if I could put a bullet in her head right now.

			“Eleven.”

			The four Seraphs have spoken. In unison, high-pitched and deep voices combined.

			“Congratulation, Virtuous one.”

			Claire falters, eyes troubled. That’s it, she’s understood.

			“Oh, no way. No, no, no. I’m not a Virtuous at all. I was just there. And I made a stupid bet. And more to the point, it doesn’t add up. How could I have saved eleven lives? The manager of the Saint-Monde didn’t even survive.”

			“She saved him from me,” I interject.

			Claire shakes her head. I don’t understand her and don’t want to understand her, but how does she dare? Contradicting a Very-High, that’s blasphemy.

			“No, no, no. I saved nothing at all. If anything, it’s rather me who set off the infern . . . ”

			“Eleven lives saved.”

			The Seraphs cut her off. The woman, the man, the child, and the old lady. I love them. I love their We, our We. They take it in turns to make their statement, like a single body with four mouths:

			“Confidants who become Virtuous . . . ”

			“. . . are few and far between. You will be . . . ”

			“. . . a model to follow, a powerful message . . . ”

			

			“. . . to send to our citizens, the . . . ”

			“. . . living proof that there is no . . . ”

			“. . . small Instinct, only . . . “

			“. . . great destinies.”

			 

			Claire clasps her face between her hands. She breathes in deeply. The moment she leaves this room, she’ll be swallowed up by a mechanism that’s stronger than her. Press, television, media coverage. Her face and her fake mark on the front page. She’ll no longer be able to hide from anyone, will have to lie to the world every day. It’s a reprieve, and we both know it, Claire and I. I’d feel pity for her if I weren’t so keen to kill her. She might have preferred it that way.

			The four Seraphs continue:

			“You are shocked by what you . . . ”

			“. . . witnessed today. There are . . . “

			“. . . certain things that the public . . . 

			“. . . shouldn’t know for its own good. In . . . ”

			“. . . your case, it’s too late, but we . . . ”

			“. . . trust in your discretion, . . . ”

			“. . . as in your professionalism, because . . . ”

			“. . . confidants are the ears of the We . . . ”

			“. . . but also know how to hold their tongue.”

			The Seraphs are done. I observe them: to what extent have they figured Claire out? If they’re integrating her into the system, it’s because their Instinct has seen something, something that is beyond me, something linked to Claire that they want to keep under control.

			We’ll wait, then. My Instinct, Claire and I.

			“It’s agreed. I will be your Virtuous one. On one condition.”

			Claire has looked up again. Eyes not remotely troubled anymore. Determined. 

			“Goliath is a final-year pupil at the School of Protection. Without him, I would have saved no one. I declare, on my honor, that I am his eleventh life. Make him a Virtuous one, too.”

			The Seraphs exchange looks. Eight eyes. January appears disturbed. I myself have a weird feeling. As if my sweater, body hair, and skin had been removed. I finally understand the nature of this aversion that disturbs my peace. And it’s pretty disconcerting. I attach no importance to being finite myself, as a person, since, after all, only the We matters.

			So, why does Claire scare me?

			

	
		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			The average weight of an adult’s head

			There’s an insistence in the way Goliath looks at me. I question him with a smile, he clenches his jaw and his eyes search far, very far, into the distance through the car window, towards the skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the South that cuts into the horizon. Our very first job interview awaits us over there and we’re stuck in this traffic jam.

			Goliath’s parents closed their garage today to drive us there. They took the freeway, thinking they’d gain some time, but to me, it feels more like we’re losing time. They’ve already stopped twice to assist drivers whose cars have broken down on the shoulder, their Instinct demands it. Both sitting in the front, they talk a lot and they talk loudly.

			“Shut up!” Goliath explodes. “Confidant on board!”

			His mother lets go of the steering wheel to turn towards me.

			“Does it pay well, at least, being a Virtuous? Because you know, hey, it’s all very fine risking one’s hide for others, but my son, he’s already given more than his fair share.”

			“Watch the road, Mom! You can see the traffic’s moving again!”

			Goliath keeps opening and closing the fists of his new prostheses. I sense that he’s tense; I should be, too. We’re going to be hideously late for our interview. I’ve just emptied out my room in the boarding building, my suitcases are in the trunk, with Goliath’s.

			“Don’t worry, ma’am,” I reply. “I’ll save your son’s ass as often as necessary.”

			Goliath gives me another look. 

			“You’ll make a great Saint,” I assure him.

			“I’d have liked to say the same of you.”

			He bites his lip.

			“I didn’t mean to suggest . . . It’s just that you weren’t aiming for . . . you yourself, you didn’t want . . . you’re the first confidant to embrace the path to sanctification. You surely won’t be spending your days . . . you know . . . preventing pyromaniacs’ existential crises.”

			Goliath chooses his words carefully in the presence of his parents, who’ve suddenly fallen silent at the front of the car. We didn’t tell them what really happened to the manager of the Saint-Monde. To his deviant Instinct. An order from the Very-Highs; we’re not even supposed to speak of it between ourselves.

			I don’t know if it’s that, but I feel like Goliath has something on his mind.

			

			“You’re not annoyed with me?”

			“About what?”

			“About not having asked your opinion before I declared that I was your eleventh life. They forced my hand at the Very-Highs’ place. I forced your hand, too.”

			“That’s lucky. I don’t have any hands.”

			He looks at me.

			I look at him.

			He looks at me. 

			We both crack up laughing, so much that we’re shaking, but Goliath is soon back to his serious self, and again, I sense that he has something to say to me.

			Instead, he shouts at his parents:

			“Why are you swinging right? It’s not the exit yet!”

			“Enough from you, hey, I need to fill her up!”

			“Jeez, we should have gone there by taxi!”

			“Don’t you be rude to your mother!”

			If it were me, I’d spend the rest of my life sitting at the back of this car, just listening to them. I can’t hear the music of the Instincts any more, but here, now, us four, it would be enough for me.

			At the service station, the smell of gasoline gives me flashbacks every time I breathe in. Stairs. Attic. Can. Stairs. Beams. Stairs.

			I switch my personal stereo back on.

			“I’ll be straight back.”

			I can’t hear my voice, but I felt it vibrating more than usual in my throat. Goliath’s eyes follow me through the window of the door, which I didn’t close properly.

			In the store of the station, heads turn as I pass; my own head is displayed in close-up on a newspaper in the kiosk. A mess of cinders and mascara. A surprise photo session at the Very-Highs of the South’s place, just after meeting them, with a medal around my neck. They made sure, all the same, that my confidant’s mark was clear to see. Because of the flashes, it looks like I have fire in my eyes, as if I pulled them from the flames with my bare hands, those eleven lives, and was still carrying their fire inside me.

			Making an example, hey? There’s no denying it, the Seraphs know how to go about that.

			The newspaper headline: She’s called Claire. Just one copy; I buy it. I also get a 50-unit phonecard, which I use in the booth beside the restroom. I dial the number. At this time, my mother might still be in her studio, not sure I’ll be able to . . . 

			She picks up amazingly fast.

			“Hello?”

			“Hi, Mom.”

			“At last.”

			It’s not a reproach, but it’s not relief, either. I feel bad for taking so long. I wish I felt bad. The truth is, I’d have preferred not to make this call.

			“My diploma. I didn’t get it.”

			“Okay.”

			I clench the receiver. How swiftly she accepts my failure!

			“But I’ll still be staying in the South Sector.”

			A long silence.

			“Okay,” she finally says.

			“I’ve been found a good job.”

			“Okay.”

			“And quality accommodation.”

			“Okay. As long as you respect the rule.”

			“No.”

			“No?”

			“The rule. Your rule. I won’t respect it any longer.”

			An even longer silence than usual.

			“What happened?”

			“At last something did, Mom. Because due to me following the rule, nothing whatsoever almost happened to me.”

			“You’re surely not going to . . . ”

			“Say what I am?”

			“Say what you are, yes.”

			“I’ll say it to the first person who asks me the question. And in the meantime, I have every intention of living. Because I have the right, the duty, the desire to do so.”

			“You’ve lost your head.”

			“Between eleven and eighteen pounds. That’s the average weight of an adult’s head. You can imagine how much lighter I feel.”

			I smile. For real.

			“I’m finally an adult, Mom. I love you. Hug Dalila for me.”

			I hang up, but just before the dial tone, I thought I caught an “I love you, too.” In spite of everything. In spite of me.

			Our conversation cost me only one credit, with more silences than words, and yet, and yet I’m out of breath. I forgot to tell her about Modeste, Modeste who promised he’d get me next time his Instinct required it of him, but hey, never mind, poor little Mom, one blow at a time.

			I hold my own gaze in the photo on the local newspaper. With a bit of luck, my very recent and very relative celebrity won’t reach as far as the North-Northeast Sector.

			Right.

			This phone booth is my last respite. Embracing the path to sanctification will mean living out in the open, all the time, or nearly. I play it cocky on the phone, but one false move, and the truth about me will explode like a bomb. In any case, it’s not as if I could escape. Escape where, escape how? The We is everywhere; everywhere except in me. And mainly: why would I escape? I’ve barely started the game, a dangerous game, sure, but a game all the same. A round with the We that I have no intention of losing. The Instinct Administration wants to use me? Very good, I’ll use the Instinct Administration myself.

			I should be dead scared. I’ve never felt so alive.

			They said you existed. You. Because that’s what you are. A You. An individual, the genuine article. 

			I still don’t fully grasp the meaning of the Saint-Monde’s manager’s last words, or the meaning of what really happened in that school coach, but I’m going to discover them, those meanings; and maybe, hey, the meaning of my life at the same time. What I almost was, for almost an hour, it may not have been linked to the advent of an Instinct, but it was something all the same, something I’ve never heard of, and yet which well and truly happened to me.

			To me.

			I take out of my pocket a little package that January left in my locker at School and that I almost missed before leaving. I open it. Some postcards. You are so close and I miss you. So many things I would have liked to give you. My door will always be open to you. And on the last one, a single word: Sorry. I’m not too sure whether they make me feel good, or sad. Both, probably. At the Very-Highs’ place, we’re bound to come across each other again, him and me.

			Goliath is waiting for me in the car.

			By declaring that I was his eleventh life, by becoming Virtuous together, I made a choice. I forgave him those excess words. It’s up to us to invent some new words now.

			I leave the phone booth, walk along the line at the checkout, avoid the faces that turn as I go by. As I leave, I throw the newspaper into the trash can, and my head with it. I don’t know how much mine weighs exactly, but how good it feels!

			I get back to the car. The back door is still open. I get in, take off my headphones, put on my seat belt. We set off again.

			Goliath finally spits it out:

			“I’ll look out for your ass, too.”

	
		

	
		
			SOMEONE, SOMEWHERE

			The eyes open. Ceiling. Drip. Bed. Everything is hazy.

			 

			Where?

			 

			“In a safe place. You had a close shave.”

			A woman. Built like a mountain. She leans over the bed. Avalanche.

			 

			Who?

			 

			“Me?” the woman-mountain asks. “Oh, no one. Really no one. You, on the other hand, you are someone. Really someone.”

			Too exhausted. The eyes are closing already. Just one thought before going under again. Not even a thought, in fact.

			Just a name.

			 

			Claire.


		

	
		
			2 


NEVER WILL 
I FORGET 
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			MOM

			Four months later

			 

			“We will be arriving shortly at the West Sector station. Please check that you have left nothing on board. Do not attempt to open doors before train has completely stopped. Unless your Instinct tells you otherwise, obviously. In which case, please alert members of staff who will see to your safety.”

			I apply a last bit of lotion to my hands. The chapped skin on my thumb is sore, but I’m already missing those harps. I’m not in the habit of closing my studio. Or taking the train, either.

			Keen to arrive.

			I didn’t appreciate the din of the train throughout the journey. I feel like tuning that noise and adding a little music to it. I look out the window; I’m missing the boreal forest, too. The West Sector looks just like all those I’ve just traveled through, from the other end of the supercontinent. Red concrete, flat roofs, and garish graffiti. The only thing that stands out, in the distance, is the skyscraper of the Very-Highs. Its thousands of windows reflect the sun, giving it an ethereal quality. I push back my sleeve to check the watch Dalila gave me the day before my departure, with a digital face and way too many numbers. I’ve left it at North-Northeastern time; at Dalila time.

			Empty seat beside me: I’d have liked her to be there, even more than my harps and my forest. She’d have liked to be, too, but there are some journeys that one can only make alone. Dalila should know that, with her legs that carry her off anywhere, anytime, without asking her first.

			Keen to arrive.

			Too many people around me, too many faces, too many marks, too much bustle, too many nights uncomfortably seated, too many hours that were too long, we need an Instinct to invent a new mode of transport for us. Through the air, perhaps? I was made to move seats after a violinist had sat to my right mid-journey. I’d immediately opened her case to turn a few pegs and tighten the strings. She’d shouted that she was being robbed. My repairer’s mark wasn’t enough. My Instinct has the sub-category, “many and various objects,” but people never think of musical instruments. I had to show my identity card—“Tuner?” the inspector asked, flummoxed. “Does such an Instinct exist?”—and I avoided the fine.

			Keen to arrive.

			

			And yet, once the train is in the station, I can’t unclasp my fingers from the armrests. I’m scared stiff of what still awaits me. What on earth will we find to say to each other, him and me, after all these years? Words aren’t my forte. Already, over the phone, when he asked me to come, I could think of nothing better to reply than:

			“Alright.”

			I stand up. In the station, there are the low notes of the trains departing and the high notes of the trains arriving. I get lost among its stores, then in the metro. I’m checked at every entrance, every exit. I’m not used to such surveillance in my Sector. Here, the haloed logo of Instinct Administration is everywhere. Its slogan, too:

			 

			ME IS NOTHING

			WE IS EVERYTHING

			 

			Fortunately, I have no suitcase to open, nothing to declare, only my toolbox, and some spare panties and harp strings at the bottom of my handbag, which raise a few eyebrows among the Virtuous checking me. The time difference is making my eyes dry.

			I can’t see the ocean, but I can smell it. I know that odor well; it carries memories of high tides, beach tennis, and broken kites. Of scoldings, too. It’s the same ocean as in the East Sector, where I was born, the same as in the North Sector, where I spent my honeymoon, a single ocean, a single supercontinent, a single We.

			Right.

			I’m at the clinic. I get myself a tea from the vending machine in the hall; perhaps to play for time. I’m haunted by my last phone conversation with my mother, just before leaving on this trip. Still being scolded.

			“Seeing that man again, my girl, that abandoner, my girl, that vandal who ruined his life and yours, my girl, and yours, going to see him when you could come visit your mom, years I’ve not seen you, or my granddaughter, hey, my granddaughter who never calls, whom you barely mention to me, so I have to learn from the TV what she’s up to, and as for the other one, your second one . . . son or daughter, I don’t even know, you never told me, you never tell me anything, I only just about know what their Instincts are, my own grandchildren’s . . . ”

			I swore I wouldn’t stifle Claire the way my mother stifled me. I always kept the one as far as possible from the other.

			I present myself at reception. As soon as I give his name, the staff smile from ear to ear. 

			“You are?” I’m asked.

			His wife, I think.

			“A friend,” I reply.

			Neither is entirely true. During twelve years of separation, we’ve never found the time either to divorce or to discuss anything. It promises to be joyful, this reunion.

			Elevator. 

			Through the windows of the clinic’s top floor, I finally see it: the ocean. It has withdrawn far from the beach, having soaked it and wrinkled it like paper, and, beneath the clouds, is like a second stormy sky.

			You should see how keenly the nurse leads me to the room.

			“We all adore him here. And his Instinct! Ah, his Instinct! We’ll miss that a lot.”

			“Him or his Instinct?”

			The nurse bursts into laughter and leaves.

			I enter. He’s there. Under all his tubing, the too-white sheet, the too-loose skin, he’s there. His whole face has changed; except for his musician’s mark. He doesn’t move his head, but his eyes roll slowly from the TV, blaring, to me. I place my toolbox on a Formica sideboard and close the door while trying not to spill my cup of tea.

			We look at each other. We search for each other. We find each other?

			“Long hair suited you better,” he says.

			“You, too,” I reply.

			He’s as bald as an egg, but his horseshoe moustache has held out. It rises at the same time as his lips.

			“Come on, let’s not stand on ceremony. A quick peck?”

			I feel stupid for having been scared. I plant a kiss on his cheek, spill tea on him, take his remote control and lower the sound of the music video.

			He raises a finger to stop me. “Not straight away. Not him. Please.”

			I turn to the screen. A young guy is dancing and singing. Not my kind of music, but I’ll admit he’s brilliant. Too brilliant for it to be merely talent: he, too, bears the musicians’ mark. The Instinct sublimates his voice. Even I’ve heard of him. He’s the prodigy from the Central Sector, the founder of The Call of the We, more than ten thousand lives on the counter, only just come of age, same age as Claire, she was completely crazy about him . . . What’s his name again? The screen gives me the answer in fluorescent capitals: COCO-RUDY.

			

			“He reminds me of you,” I say.

			“You can’t imagine how much. He has a death sentence, too.”

			My grip loosens on the remote. Only now do I notice the text scrolling under the video. “Throat cancer: Coco-Rudy quits the stage.”

			Same age as Claire.

			“The throat,” he comments. “Worse thing for that Instinct. If the cancer doesn’t finish him off, missing music will.”

			I switch off the TV. He continues to stare at the cathode-ray screen, as the spot of light slowly fades. His own Instinct soon makes his vocal cords vibrate. I remain standing, sipping what’s left of my tea. When he sings, it can last a few seconds or a few hours. His voice is intact, despite the illness, and, as I listen to him swooping down the low notes then soaring up the octaves, I remember why I fell in love with it. There’s nothing to retune in that music, it lifts you from inside, gives you joy. A rare and sacred Instinct. Like Dad and his viola. Why do they all they leave?

			He finally falls quiet. For a long while. Then:

			“I saw her on the news. Our Saint Clarinette.”

			I purse my lips. I saw her, too. Everyone saw her.

			“How is she?” he asks. “On the phone . . . the nurses were holding the receiver for me, y’know, I haven’t the strength anymore . . . I couldn’t take the risk of . . . ”

			I know. Oh, how I know. The door is closed. Only him and me in the room. And yet, I move as close as I can and whisper as quietly as possible.

			“She’s putting herself in danger. And us, too.”

			“Don’t risk much myself.”

			“It isn’t funny.”

			“It is. Pissingly so. She did great, really great. And you did, too. Weren’t you supposed to keep her close to you?”

			He’s right. I didn’t fulfill my part of the contract, and all because I don’t want to be like my mother. I, in turn, ask:

			“And Modeste?”

			A smile under the moustache.

			“An Archangel, if you please. With all the Very-Highs’ congrats.”

			I collapse onto the chair. My legs won’t carry me anymore. To my astonishment, I burst into tears. After holding them back all these years, I’d ended up forgetting they were there, waiting.

			He can’t raise his arm, it’s become too heavy, but his index finger brushes against my hand on the sheet. I find the bleeps from his machines painful. Now I get why he had the TV on so loud.

			He starts to sing again, but no longer due to his Instinct. His voice becomes a story.

			“Once upon a time, in a distant Sector, there were two musicians who had two children. The first was born without an Instinct, which is an abomination. The second tried to kill the first, which is an aberration. The parents decided to separate. Well . . . mainly the mom. One child each. And the little secret that went with them.”

			He smiles at the ceiling.

			“We love them, hey, those troubles of our youth.”

			I wipe my cheeks. At last, I’ve finally dried up.

			“I was pregnant with Modeste when I . . . understood . . . about Claire. A dreadful day. The identifier died before our eyes, before her eyes. Heart attack. Struck down with horror. I felt I was to blame. I still feel I’m to blame.”

			“I know all that.”

			“What you don’t know, what I’ve never admitted to you, is my temptation after that. Over Modeste. Getting rid of him before . . . But I couldn’t. And Modeste tried . . . his own sister. What if the problem stemmed from me?”

			“Easy on the insinuations. And as for the kids, I’d remind you that it was a fifty-fifty job, after all.”

			“I carried Claire. And I carried Modeste.”

			I think of those parents, too many of them, who produce children as if playing roulette, hoping that one of them will end up having an Instinct with great potential. I wasn’t after that much, myself. Children pure and simple, with Instincts pure and simple, that would’ve been perfect.

			But if everything had been perfect, I wouldn’t have met Dalila. And without Dalila, nothing would’ve been perfect.

			“Listen,” he says with a sigh. “If I got you to come all the way here, it’s to tell you something before I bow out. Something I should have told you for a long time. Eye to eye.”

			A silence. The bleeps. I wait.

			“Chill out.”

			I’m not sure I heard correctly. Too many bleeps.

			“No, really, my dear, chill out. We didn’t do such a bad a job. They grew up. They’re still alive. They’ll soon be adults. The rest is their business.”

			My eyes scan the room. The fear is back.

			

			“Where is Modeste?”

			“Chill, my dear.”

			“You were supposed to stay together in the West Sector. Where is Modeste?”

			He closes his eyes. So suddenly, for so long, I think he’s croaked.

			Then he laughs:

			“In the South Sector. Oh yes, my dear. Exactly where Claire is.”

		
		

	
		
			YOU, ME, AND THE WE

	
			 

			 

			 

			Claire,

			You made me what I am.

			M.


		

	
		
			THE CAFETERIA LADY

			Finish what’s on your plate

			Ah, the lovely smell of spuds! All peeled this morning, tenderly, lovingly, for the little darlings, so let no one say the cafeteria lady’s mash is made from that bland powder, no, on my stoves, ladies and gentlemen, it’s top quality, authentic stuff, produce that’s highly recommended by Instinct Administration! I may not save lives, but I fortify them for you with vitamins, calcium, and proteins.

			I love my Instinct.

			A statement of the obvious, you might say, everyone loves their Instinct, but when I simmer my ratatouille, when I fill my water jugs and my bread baskets, when I line up my fruit compotes on the display, when I tip my diced beetroot into the dishes, with just enough parsley, yes, when I think of all those little tummies I’m about to satisfy, my heart swells. I’m not just the cafeteria lady anymore: I’m the Nurturing Mother.

			Let your Instinct get on with it, and you won’t have to do a day’s work in your life.

			I lower the volume of the mini-TV on the worktop. The little darlings will soon be coming out of class, I don’t want to spoil their appetites. Because on the news, they’re still rehashing the story for us: that nasty business at the Saint-Monde, over there in the Schools neighborhood, with that hostage-taker who got grilled like a sausage. It was months ago, and they’re still going on about it.

			About her, mainly. About Claire; bless her!

			I bought her book as soon as it came out, and have already read it three times. I cried. All three times. Soon as I can, I want to get a copy dedicated to me. I wrote her a letter, I’m not expecting a reply, but hope for one all the same.

			Here they come! The little darlings tumble into my cafeteria, hands stained with ink, sleeves with crayon. They don’t have their marks yet, but scrawl them on their faces with big, clumsy strokes of felt pen, so impatient are they to show their Instincts to the whole world—and amen to that. I point at the washbasins with a strict finger that fools no one. Know me too well, the little darlings do, know how to melt the cafeteria lady, with their milk teeth and funny way of talking.

			When it comes to grace, for that I’m a stickler. All together now, children: let us give thanks to the We.

			I circulate around the tables, pushing my steaming cart. I fill the plates. My Instinct fills them; I just hold the ladle. Witness of the movement, vehicle of the gesture! And while I’m on cloud nine, the little darlings tell me all about their morning in a word salad.

			“And like, miss, teacher he said that I that he said that it’ll be me next time at the blackboard ’cos, like, miss, he said it’s me that I know best off by heart the Instinct Principles, and, like, miss, Raoul he ran outside all a sudden without asking and you know, miss, teacher he didn’t get angry and said we mustn’t laugh and it’s his Instinct what makes him run that way, and like, miss, my Instinct it doesn’t make me run but I but it woke me up in the night when because of the fridge what broke down and, like, miss, even if I didn’t know how, well, like, I repaired it all on my own the fridge.”

			Splutters of mash. It’s a very modest cafeteria in a very modest school in the South Sector, but I can’t imagine feeding anywhere else. Come on, nearly one o’clock, I must clear the tables; they must scram. This is how it’s been almost every day of almost every week for almost twenty-five years.

			Except that this time, hey, yes, it’s weird: I can’t.

			I load my cart up—again—with mash, leeks, and chicken, and I circulate—again—among the little darlings, and I fill—again—their plates. Silence falls on my cafeteria. Confused as can be, the little darlings. Used to the usual portion, never more, never less.

			“I not want no more me, miss.”

			“Finish what’s on your plate.”

			I see their hesitant looks, their wary forks, and I wait. They eat. The dishes empty, again, and I fill them, again. “But I isn’t hungry no more, miss.”

			“Finish what’s on your plate.”

			Timidly, the older ones try to leave the table. I sit them back down and give them a double portion.

			“Finish what’s on your plate.”

			The silence thickens like a crust. Barely a clink of cutlery or sniff of snot. The little darlings cry, they cry because of me, two or three are even puking, and I vaguely tell myself that I should be concerned, but the need to feed them is strongest. Always trust your Instinct, that’s the second principle, and my own Instinct is telling me that the meal isn’t over.

			That it mustn’t be over.

			“What on earth’s going on? Why aren’t they back in class?”

			The teacher has invited himself into my cafeteria. Do I enter his classroom? Each to their own territory, my boy. He frowns as he looks at the half-fearful, half-relieved faces of the little darlings.

			Ungrateful things.

			“Is there a problem here?”

			“You,” I reply.

			That’s what I think, no, what I sense. Organically. This young teacher, with his wiry body, protruding bones, skinny legs, and that neck, how gross that neck is, stretched enough to split the skin: he’s the dysfunction of my cafeteria, the distortion of the universe. And that’s what I explain to him, with all the consideration I can muster, while I crush him under my weight, stuff a whole loaf down his throat, stifle his cries, fill him from the inside, and while the children’s wails quiver all around us, simmering delectably.


			 

			 

		

	
		
			MODESTE

			To try, together, to understand

			I’m struggling. With the chains they’ve put on me to attach me to a post, it’s not easy.

			“So, broadly,” my teammate says, “the situation got somewhat out of hand.”

			She has a broken nose; two fewer teeth; cracked ribs. Her protector’s mark is distorted by the bruise that has swelled up on her face. I didn’t miss her. Obviously, I don’t regret a thing, seeing as it’s not a question of choice, but it does bother me a little, all the same. That’s what happens when someone places themself between my Instinct and its target. She maneuvers her wheelchair with difficulty on the artificial lawn on the 99th floor.

			“The important thing is that the anomaly survived,” the Very-Highs of the South declare with one voice.

			The man, the woman, the child, and the old lady are concentrating on their golf ball. They don’t play against each other. A single ball, a single score. They’re wearing the same checked trousers and the same lemon-yellow cardigans.

			How I love them.

			“She survived, yes,” I confirm.

			I said these words calmly, but my body just keeps on struggling and tugging on its chains. I know the Very-Highs have their reasons for tying me up—and whatever the reasons, the Very-Highs are always right—but curbing an Instinct like this goes against nature.

			The old lady swings. The motion is admirable for her age, even if she did miss the ball at her feet.

			“Bring the anomaly to us.”

			The Very-Highs addressed the caddie, a twelve-year-old docile. The imperative verb activates his Instinct. He leaps into the buggy, speeds off, and returns with a passenger.

			The anomaly.

			My Instinct lashes out inside my tummy, presses against the chains. Kill, kill, kill . . . The anomaly gets out of the buggy and, dazzled, surveys the green that the skyscraper’s windows bathe in sunlight. My teammate positions her wheelchair between the anomaly and me. If I managed to free myself, she’d protect her with all that remains intact in her body.

			“Patience, Archangel,” the Very-Highs tell me.

			That’s fine by me, but the Instinct isn’t patient. Once it has tracked down an anomaly, there are just two possible outcomes: killing the anomaly, or keeping it beyond the twentyone miles of my Instinctive range.

			Okay, there’s a third possible outcome, but that outcome isn’t really one. Let’s call it a status quo. A lull between Claire and me. At this very moment, she’s attending the opening of a new library in the town center. I memorized her schedule, off by heart.

			I file Claire away and return to the anomaly that the caddie has brought us. She’s in her kitchen apron and, like me, handcuffs. A timid nod of the head. She recognizes me. Without my teammate, I’d have beaten her to death in her own cafeteria; without my chains, I’d do it here and now.

			I love her.

			At the sight of the badges of the four Seraphs, she crosses herself as best she can.

			“Your Eminences! I’m so honored by your . . . I’m not worthy of . . . I’ve saved no life.”

			“You killed a teacher.”

			Every time the Very-Highs express themselves like this, with four voices, inspired even in their words, I have the delightful impression of listening to a liturgical chant. It’s the same We that, simultaneously, throbs obsessively through me, under my chains. Kill, kill, kill, kill . . . 

			The anomaly smiles.

			“Oh. Him. A deplorable example for the little darlings. The kind that skips meals, you know? He intended to make them leave the table. In my cafeteria! They hadn’t finished what was on their plates. Still haven’t finished, actually.”

			“You would have killed them, too.”

			“I was feeding them.”

			“They’ve been hospitalized.”

			Her smile is bemused. She doesn’t see the problem. Anomalies never do. Left to their own devices, they would keep going, again and again and again. By taking the life of a single anomaly, you save dozens, hundreds, thousands of lives.

			Kill, kill, kill, kill, kill . . . 

			Thank goodness the chains and post are sturdy. My strength increases tenfold when the Instinct takes control of my body. I’ll admit, I’d have preferred not to impose such a spectacle on the children at that little school. They ate under constraint, beside the corpse of their teacher, until the Virtuous arrived—guided by my Instinct—, and before their eyes, I thrashed my own teammate because she was preventing me from eliminating my prey. Big deal. At their age, I’d seen worse.

			“Explain to us,” the Very-Highs ask.

			The anomaly watches the golf ball rolling on the lawn. She oozes deprivation, and really, I understand her.

			“What exactly, your Eminences?”

			“How your Instinct went awry.”

			“My Instinct?”

			“How it went awry. Got derailed, if you prefer.”

			“That doesn’t happen.”

			“It has always happened, everywhere. The problem is that it’s happening more and more, here. The South Sector statistics have gone beyond what’s acceptable. We availed ourselves of the authorized services of the Archangel here present. Rapid clean-up guaranteed.”

			The four voices of the Very-Highs go quiet, pause while all eyes turn to me, linger on my mark, and I think of the lovey they confiscated from me, of the contact of my finger on the trigger, of the magazine that I must now—now—empty into the body of this anomaly.

			“This time,” they continue, “we’re changing our method. We’re going to listen to you. To try, together, to understand.”

			“My Instinct is fine and dandy,” the anomaly says. “In the name of the We, I swear on my mark! I really must get back there, if you don’t mind. They haven’t finished what’s on their plates.”

			“No incident had ever occurred in your cafeteria. What changed?”

			“I did exactly what I’ve always done for the past twenty-five years.”

			“Which is?”

			The Very-Highs continue with their game of golf, while the We speaks through them. My teammate keeps an eye on me and checks that my chains are holding strong.

			The anomaly perspires.

			“I wiped the tables, set out the chairs, filled the jugs, prepared the food, switched off the news, served the children . . . ”

			The Very-Highs screw up their eight eyes at the same time. Their golf clubs freeze.

			“And?”

			“And that’s it. I followed my Instinct. I gave the little darlings another helping. I really must get back there.”

			According to her mark, the anomaly has an average range, between thirty-six and seventy-two yards maximum, but once it’s gone awry, the Instinct can no longer forget what it has left behind it.

			

			“Were you in contact with someone?” the Very-Highs ask. “Someone from outside of the school?”

			“No one. My job, it’s my life.”

			“Fine. Thank you for your contribution.”

			“You’re taking me back to the cafeteria?”

			“No. Do you have a final wish?”

			The anomaly is perspiring even more. At no time does she stop smiling.

			“Might I have Claire’s autograph?”

			All four Very-Highs of the South turn to the caddie.

			“Release the Archangel.”

			The little docile unlocks the padlock holding my chains. My Instinct takes over from his. I don’t think anymore. I see my lovey in the hand of the youngest Very-High, permission in his child’s eyes. I also see my teammate now struggling herself in her wheelchair, pushed by her Instinct to try to stand up and protect, despite all her fractures. I’m faster. I kill the anomaly with a bullet to the heart.

			My Instinct has finally gone back to sleep. As has my teammate’s.

			The Very-Highs get back to their game of golf.

			“That wasn’t very enlightening. Maybe next time.”

			The caddie stares at the blood on the lawn, the dead woman’s smile, then the padlock key in his hand. By releasing me, he released the death. His expression is indefinable—to me. I try to remember what I felt the first time I used my lovey. What I felt after, once the Instinct was satisfied.

			“She would never have been at peace again,” I tell him.

			“I know, Archangel.”

			The caddie takes back my lovey to return it to the Very-Highs; I’m missing it already. My Instinct will soon track down the next anomaly, which shouldn’t be long, at the rate they’re turning up. And in order to question the anomaly, someone will have to stop me from killing it.

			Who?

			On the green, the Very-Highs strike the ball, follow it, strike it, follow it. I turn to my teammate.

			“You’re no longer operational.”

			The Virtuous raises her eyebrows, which makes her grimace. No, I definitely didn’t miss her.

			“One wonders why exactly.”

			“It was nothing personal.”

			“Of course. No hard feelings.”

			

			From her wheelchair, she offers me her hand, half-flesh, half-prosthesis. “I’m old enough to be your mother,” she once said to me. It’s strange, I don’t feel at all young. Having said that, she will age very fast if she can’t use her Instinct regularly.

			“It was an honor and a privilege to work with you, Archangel.”

			It has the ring of a solemn farewell. A sincere one, I presume. It doesn’t resolve the issue.

			“I need a new team member.”

			The Very-Highs’ ball finally drops into the hole.

			“We’ve already chosen one for you, Archangel.”

	
			 

			 

		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			I fit into the mold

			“Take your shoes off.”

			That’s what is written, in bold and in red, in the hall that’s been invaded by shoes, boots, and sandals. Okay. I un-Velcro my sneakers and walk in unannounced.

			The living room is huge. Knick-knacks, paintings, chandeliers, books: a smart place. Older teens, all in their socks, are slumped in front of an enormous TV. The sun imprints the lace pattern of the curtains on their haunted faces; faces so heavily made-up, their marks are unreadable. Impossible to know who has which Instinct here. From their fixed stares, you might think they’re watching the news bulletin, but they don’t react when I pass in front of them.

			I linger to look at the screen, where the presenter, galvanized by the informing Instinct, excitedly tells us the news:

			“ . . . are ongoing and, according to our sources, the young woman is in good health, but still in a state of shock. She apparently suffered neither violence nor physical constraint, and the possibility of sexual assault has been ruled out. The identity of the stalker remains unknown. This now brings the number of victims to one hundred and thirty-seven, across all Sectors, in the very strange ‘Claires affair’.”

			Stop. For me, there’s only one Claire and it isn’t her. It could have been, maybe it will be her one day, but I can’t think of that, can’t worry, not now. I must remain focused. In all the rooms I walk through, and there are a good many, the potted plants are dead. I step over druggies on the carpets.

			Ah, here he is.

			In a large dining room, sitting in a velvet armchair, a guy is using scissors to cut hearts out of credit cards. Pinstriped suit, satin tie. He has kept his shoes on and put them, swaggeringly, up on the table. So, the boss. He gives me a blasé glance over his scissors. He has the mug of a brute, but then, the same could be said of mine.

			“Who are you? How d’you get in?”

			“No one stopped me.”

			

			“Bunch of pricks, I spoil them too much.”

			He looks at my mark, I look at his. A helper. He’s not trying to hide who he is.

			“A protector, are we?” he asks, sarcastically. “Might one know what brings you to my godforsaken dump?”

			“The friend of a friend of a friend slipped me the address.”

			“Did they now.”

			“I want some.”

			“Some what?”

			“What you sell. I want some. I’ve got the dough.”

			“Clear off. I don’t negotiate with kids.”

			What a joke, there’s only teens in his gang, but I keep that thought to myself.

			“I’ve come of age.”

			“Ah, the little darling.”

			I’m tougher than him and I can tell he doesn’t like that. 

			“I’ve been told that your . . . medication . . . it puts the Instinct to sleep. I need some. It’s urgent.”

			The plastic of the bank cards squeaks between the scissors.

			“Stop, or I’ll weep.”

			Okay. I pull my hands out of my pockets so he can see for himself that they’re not real ones. And so he can truly gauge the extent of the damage, I push my sleeves up above my elbows.

			“Ah, yeah, that’s something, both arms. Yet you’ve a small range, like me, going by your mark. What is it, exactly?”

			“Eight feet.”

			He smiles. Quits with the scissors.

			“You really do have a shit Instinct.”

			He knows I’m no kind of threat to him and his business. I’m viscerally incapable of attacking him, for a start, and if someone were being butchered in the next room, I wouldn’t even realize it. 

			I place an envelope on the table, beside his fine patent shoes.

			“That’s not enough.”

			He didn’t even open the envelope to count the bills. Just weighed up its thickness.

			“But I was told . . . ”

			“You were told wrong. You owe me double that.”

			Through the glass doors, a garden overrun with weeds allows us a whiff of lavender. I’m well-informed about the price of his dope, but if I’d paid the full whack, the deal would have been done too fast, and I need an excuse to stay longer. A quick look at the clock in the dining room; gold, those hands. It’s totally beside the point, but I can’t stop myself from thinking: tomorrow.

			“Perhaps we can sort something out?” I suggest.

			“Tell me one thing I don’t already own.”

			The boss slowly draws his legs off the table and fans out his fingers, as if wanting to encompass the entire house.

			Then he weighs me up. Like the envelope.

			“Which one have I got?”

			“What?”

			“My Instinct. Which one have I got?”

			Shit, I hope it’s not a trick question. His mark says he’s a helper, and more specifically, a preventer. But there are loads of variations of that Instinctive sub-category: can’t just be guessed at. Thing is, I know what his Instinct is because I was briefed, but am I supposed to know? If he asks me for my source, I’ve had it.

			He answers for me, phew:

			“Laces. Some guy in the street with badly tied laces. In a flash, I’m on my knees. Don’t know him, the guy, but I retie his laces. Because, hey, he mustn’t fall flat on his mug on the sidewalk. Before long, my Instinct would be pushing me to lick his feet.”

			From his armchair, he looks at mine, unshod. Anyway, I always wear Velcro-fastened sneakers. Laces, with my prostheses, what a nightmare.

			The boss takes a capsule from his suit pocket.

			“Just one. A single one. And then I’m a free man. Today, I couldn’t give a damn about untied laces. So your little envelope, there, it’s a fucking insult.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry . . . ”

			I swivel round. Between two dressers, a door has just halfopened on an old man. Wearing an apron, he bears the mark of the dociles, and a tray. He noticed my presence too late and is trying to about-turn. I saw the capsules on his tray. Just as I saw, behind him, in a kitchen repurposed as a laboratory, leaning over a table and preparing more capsules: an old woman, also a docile.

			Found them.

			I’m a very bad actor, something in my attitude betrayed me. The boss pulled a submachine gun out from under his armchair. Just like that.

			“Guard the dope!” he orders the two dociles. “And you,” he adds, still aiming his gun at me, “I don’t know who you are, fucking snooper, but you’re kindly going to tell me who sent you. That bunch of abstainers? The anti-We gang?”

			Okay. He doesn’t imagine for a second that I might be a Virtuous scoping out the place. Which doesn’t hurt at all.

			“Oh, who gives a fuck.”

			He presses the trigger and blows to pieces the chair I was holding up in front of me. Move! A second burst of gunfire explodes the dresser to my right. The bullets come thick and fast, puncture, shatter, ricochet around the entire dining room. I charge. Not towards the exit: towards the old man. Terrified, against his will, he’s picking up the capsules he spilt over the carpet, at the risk of getting killed. I don’t think anymore; my Instinct pilots me.

			Protect.

			I grab the old man by the apron, drag him back into the kitchen, tip over the table—avalanche of capsules—and hide the three of us, old woman, old man, and me, behind this makeshift shelter. The racket of the machine-gunning drowns out everything: the old man complaining, the old woman scratching my ribs. Guard the dope! Their Instinct forces them to obey, mine to prevent them from doing so. I’m hurting them with my mechanical arms, but if the table gives way, my body is their only shield.

			What are the others doing, jeez?

			The sound of windows shattering is added to that of the gunfire. They’ve stormed the place. Lots of swearing and shouting of orders. The silence that follows is earsplitting.

			“Goliath!” a voice calls out. “Are they okay?”

			“Yes, major.”

			I extricate myself from the ruins of the kitchen, along with the old folks, who are still struggling like crazy. Now that we can finally hear each other, I use the only imperative permitted to a docile if you aren’t a Very-High:

			“Do as you please.”

			To which they promptly respond by hurling insults at me.

			The entire squad has besieged the dining room. The glass doors are in pieces. The boss is lying on his front, disarmed, while the major handcuffs him. By the look he flashes at me from his carpet, I guess he regrets not having plunged those scissors into my stomach from the start. To taunt him, I unzip my denim jacket and reveal the “I” badge on my T-shirt.

			

			“A Saint. Yes. Know what it’s saying to you, that shit Instinct?”

			Shouts of, “Everyone on the floor! Hands in the air!”, echo around the house, but I’m not worried, those druggies aren’t about to offer any resistance.

			A healer takes care of the old couple. They’re in shock. The old man is crying, gives me the creeps. Our major speaks gently to them and reassures them politely, no, madam, sir, don’t worry, we’re the Anti-Abuse squad, no, we’re not arresting you, yes, we’re perfectly well-informed, yes, we understand that you were working under constraint, yes, we know you’re the owners of the property and these traffickers forced themselves on you, yes, there’ll be an investigation, yes, there’ll be a trial, yes your testimony will be important, but no, it won’t be right away, we’re going to take you to hospital to check you’re fine, agreed?”

			They agree. The major is better at that stuff than me.

			There’s threatening and handcuffing in all directions. I try not to think of the Saint-Monde. I’d like to participate in this mass arrest, keep my mind busy, but my mission is complete and I avoid overdoing things now. I fit into the mold.

			I retrieve my sneakers from the hall.

			I stand at the door. The mail box is overflowing with reminder letters from the library; it was the mailman who finally called Anti-Abuse. It really isn’t that cold outside, but there’s a light spring breeze stirring up all the smells, pleasant and not so pleasant, of the countryside. I linger in the vineyards that stretch as far as the eye can see, with my T-shirt billowing. A secluded villa in the heart of the rural South-Central-South Sector, two dociles who thought they’d spend their retirement in the country, nice and quietly, away from all the carry-on; talk about getting it wrong.

			The clean-up is coming to an end in the house. The aftermath of storming a place is rarely fun. Seals to be affixed, samples to be taken, forms to fill. All the “anti-Instinct” capsules are confiscated—and I insist on the inverted commas: another fine con trick, unbelievable that people are dumb enough to spend all they have on cheap sedatives, especially since that filth anesthetizes almost everything except the Instinct.

			A convoy of the Virtuous has carted off the trafficker and his gang.

			Hungry isn’t the word once we’re done. I rejoin my squad in the van, take a seat on the bench between the others, and while I bite into a cereal bar, I’m struck by how calm it is on board. Everyone is looking at me. Our major appears to be furious and I realize that she’s been containing herself all this time.

			

			She explodes as soon as we set off:

			“Didn’t you listen to a word, or what, newbie? You were supposed to enter, scope, and exit. Period. Not launch hostilities!”

			“I protected the proprietors.”

			“From your own havoc, yes! If you’d followed orders, they wouldn’t have been exposed to danger. So, don’t even think about declaring that to the Computus. I’d remind you that those two, they worked their entire lives for the Very-Highs of the South. If they’ve been wounded, even just a scratch, it’s the whole squad that’ll be held responsible.”

			The old me would have protested, would have justified himself. Really not my fault, major, that I fell on a trigger-happy maniac . . . I shut my mouth, fit into the mold, and think: tomorrow.

			On the bench opposite me, someone raises his flask and toasts the air.

			“Thanks to the newbie.”

			I grit my teeth and grimace a smile. For four months now, I’ve been “the newbie.” I’m not one of them and it’s not today that I’m going to become one of them.

			A long journey begins. We’ll be driving all night. The return to the fold, at last. I count the minutes like I counted the days. Four months of driving from one mission to another, from hole to hole, from abusers to abused, from the borders of the South-Southeast Sector to the depths of the South-Southwest Sector. Four months of fitting into the mold and yet spilling out of it, in spite of myself, since I’ve never been a team player in my life, with just one exception. Four months of putting up with all those phone booths, dialing her number, exclusively, and just getting the answering machine. Giving me the silent treatment after what we survived, seriously? When I see Claire again tomorrow, jeez, she’s going to hear it from me.

			Tomorrow.

			Her lucky front teeth taunt me from the cover of her book. A colleague has lit his helmet lamp to devour the book for the second time. Me too. Some title. It’s been passed from hand to hand, the whole squad has read it—even me. On the cover there is Claire’s photo, Claire’s smile, Claire’s name, but Claire, the Claire I know, she’s nowhere inside it. Me neither, I’m nowhere inside the book. And yet, at the Saint-Monde, yes, I was there.

			Beyond the windows of the van, the landscape is turning into concrete. Farewell the agricultural fields, hello the industrial zones. We sleep as best we can. Tomorrow becomes today. Dawn is breaking when I glimpse a bit of sea between two blocks of red buildings.

			The South Sector skyscraper stands out on the horizon. My home, officially, even if I’ve never had time to unpack my suitcases. Because they offered me the trip straight away, the Very-Highs! I don’t know where they’ll send me next. I only know that just before next, there’s now. There’s soon. There’s Claire. Somewhere inside that skyscraper, at mine, at ours. And when I’ll see her again, oh yes, she’s going to hear it from me. I’ll pour out to her all that she didn’t let me tell her on the phone.

			All the space her absence took up in my too-small mold.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			Someone I can’t find

			A hand goes up in the fifth row.

			“Did you always want to be a Virtuous?”

			Oh, those same questions, asked again and again . . . There’s a real art to answering them as if it’s the first time. An art I have no desire to excel in.

			I raise my mic.

			“No. In fact, I still don’t want to be.”

			Laughter. They think I’m joking.

			I screw up my eyes, blinded. Instinct Admin has gone overboard on the spotlights. From the stage, I can barely make out the crowd filling the purple jump seats in the Conference Center’s main auditorium, but I can sense its overexcitement. Those people have been lured from across the South Sector—and beyond—with huge fluorescent billboards: “GET TO MEET A SAINT.”

			Hand.

			“What does it mean to you, having saved eleven lives?”

			“A pretty badge.”

			Laughter. Some even applaud. A few cross themselves, a rare response to a Virtuous. They all focus on my badge. I’m obliged to wear it in public, unless given special dispensation by Instinct Admin. An “I” pinned to my blouse like some clown’s squirty flower.

			Hand.

			“Would you like to save more, lives, that is?”

			“It’s not yet scheduled in my diary.”

			A different kind of laughter. Perhaps, feeling vaguely uncomfortable, they’re wondering if Instinct Admin appreciates what they believe to be humor. Because several of its representatives are in the front row. Administrators, sectional assistants and attachés, secretaries, editors, and a woman from the Computus, bearing the calculator’s mark. They listen to me, smile at me; monitor me. I can see through the Very-Highs’ game, which is hardly subtle, admittedly. It’s me they’re keeping watch on, as if I might blurt out before the cameras: “Actually, ladies and gentlemen, Instincts can go awry, I’ve witnessed it, have a nice day and long live the We!” I’m not keeping just one secret anymore.

			Hand.

			“You must have heard of the recent ‘Claires affair.’ Do you think it might be linked to the success of your book and your growing popularity?”

			

			Okay, so I didn’t see that particular question coming. Has a journalist slipped into the audience? I can just make out the informer’s mark on his face, in the second row. Sub-category, inquisitor: not my favorite.

			“Um.”

			I’m stumped. Every day, young girls are disappearing in the street, only to reappear a few hours later in a state of shock, but without having suffered any apparent violence. The fact that they all have my name does, indeed, give pause for thought.

			I cut it short:

			“It seems to be a very bad joke.”

			“But you personally, Claire, have you ever been approached by suspicious people? Have you been directly threatened? Any strange or coded letters? Or anonymous calls? A fanatic following you everywhere? And on the subject, do you still feel like your life is your own?”

			There we are. Once triggered, the questioning Instinct searches relentlessly for answers. On the stage, in the armchair beside mine, the presenter has reached for her mic.

			“Any intervention that doesn’t respect the instructions will be invalidated.”

			Admittedly, it’s hard to ignore the sign saying, “No more than ten consecutive words,” prominently placed at the front of the stage. Some of the Virtuous discreetly steer the journalist away from the cameras, while his voice—“Is our life never really our own? And do we actually need our lives to be our own? Doesn’t the We already own us?”—fades into the distance.

			“Well, that wraps up the questions,” the presenter announces.

			I can see her makeup, which deftly accentuates her mark, trickling down to her smile.

			“Claire, you have only just come of age. [Pause.] A powerful message for our youngsters. [Pause.] You are the first confidant to have. [Pause.] Embraced the path to sanctification. [Pause.] But now, tell us. [Pause.] The Saint-Monde. [Pause.] How did that all happen?”

			These stilted statements bludgeon my ears. The presenter is clutching my book, Me Too, to her heart. Suddenly, all eyes in the auditorium are shining! Goliath should be with me, right here, on this stage. What’s he doing at this precise moment? In which Sector is his latest mission? Four months he’s been away.

			Four months without his booming voice.

			I open my bottle of water, drink a little, moisten my lips near the mic. I could murder a sauerkraut.

			“Some pupils from the Schools neighborhood had disappeared. A friend and I looked for them. We found them. It was the manager of a café, the Saint-Monde, who was holding them captive. They were successfully evacuated just before the fire.”

			In the front row of the auditorium, with a nod of the head, Instinct Admin approves. The presenter less so. I have neither the eloquence nor the dramatic impact expected. She waves Me Too under my nose.

			“In your book, it sounded far more sensational.”

			“Ah, well, that’s because I didn’t write it.”

			Laughter. It’s nuts, that—they always think I’m joking. I don’t even know how, up there, they managed to produce a book so fast. I had to force myself to read it to the end. An improved version of my studies at the School for Confidants, of my investigation, of my aspirations, of me. Almost made out that I carried Goliath out of the flames in my arms—wherever you are, for pity’s sake, don’t read the book. At least they didn’t have the poor taste to go poking around in my family.

			The presenter seems to be admitting defeat. She’s not the first one I’ve exhausted.

			“Fine. [Pause.] I’m going to read one chapter aloud. [Pause.] Claire, we don’t want to abuse your Instinct. [Pause.] Feel free to put your headphones back on.”

			I adjust the pads against my ears and switch on the personal stereo on my belt. The rhapsody blots out everything. She reads without me hearing a word, but I can see the informing Instinct lighting up her features: now she’s started, she can but continue to the bottom of the page. As usual, she’s picked the scene in the Saint-Monde, the legendary moment when I, who was in no way destined for the path to sanctification, quite the opposite, I freed innocent victims from the claws of a madman, a crime that was committed by a man and not by his Instinct, whoa, certainly not.

			Right.

			This is the moment; my moment; the one that makes me put up with this whole circus.

			I breathe out. Slowly, I withdraw, my body stays, the music boom, and I withdraw, into a space that emerges somewhere between bones and skin; it’s not a depersonalization attack, haven’t had another since the end of the Saint-Monde, no, it’s a controlled distance. I no longer hear the rhapsody. I’m too busy looking. I stare at the crowd facing me. I scrutinize each face, each mark behind the shadows and the light. They so want to believe it, to identify with me and remember, thanks to my noble deed, how sacred their own Instinct is: the guy who removes chewing-gum from under seats, the girl who squeezes a louse off some kid’s hair, all of them who, once outside, will rush off, quick-quick-quick, to repair, polish, share, cultivate, cook, welcome, pamper, console, weed, and generally offer themselves, body and soul, without ever expecting anything in return.

			And me, I’m an imposter who’s looking for another imposter. The man or woman in this auditorium who’s pretending as much as I am.

			Someone I can’t find.

			Not yet. The presenter finishes her reading. I switch off my personal stereo.

			“Thank you, Claire, for your presence. [Pause.] And particularly for your book. [Pause.] See you in the exhibition hall for the signing. [Pause.] The We is with you!”

			The audience says amen and applauds. I stand up to take my leave, the flashes go off, front and backside, like some movie starlet.

			And then, curtains.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			MODESTE

			The We has a plan

			I finish my butter-free, sugar-free, and salt-free popcorn. I’m eating it out of politeness, without appetite, because I was offered it. All the rows empty in the dim light. I stay a bit longer in my seat, at the back of the auditorium, where Claire’s eyes couldn’t reach me. I watch the people who hurry out, keen to be first for the signing session. So impatient are they that no one, unusually, pays any attention to my mark or badge. I love them. I can’t really make out the expressions on their faces, but I presume they’re of joy. 

			I hear their comments:

			“She’s cool.”

			“She’s classy.”

			“She’s ace.”

			I’m probably the last person in the world who can judge, and I rarely form a personal opinion, but all the same, I found Claire really bad. Worse than bad. Miserly. She gave nothing of herself. How could she have? She has nothing to give. She’s hollow, it’s merely a shell.

			I crunch some popcorn.

			The auditorium is deserted now. I remain, facing the rows of jump seats, facing the curtains that swallowed up Claire. I, myself, have a lot to offer. I think of that cafeteria woman I killed, of all those anomalies eliminated, while the worst of them all remains.

			And is idolized, what’s more.

			My Instinct—and the We through it—decided to give her a reprieve, but Claire would have made things easier for us, for her as for me, if she’d broken her neck properly on the stairs of our building. Sooner or later, I’ll have to kill her as planned. Preferably before the entire world discovers what she is and our parental tie.

			The Instinct knows where, when, how. The seventh Instinct principle. Yes, I can feel it even between my ribs, that quiet pulse, that call for patience. The We has a plan, a plan for Claire, a plan for me. So, that’s it: while waiting to be able to kill her, I’ll carry on, for a bit longer, watching her living.

			At last, I’ve finished my bag of popcorn. Now I’m thirsty.

		
		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			You haven’t forgotten anything?

			In the wings of the auditorium, I find myself surrounded by striped sweaters. Oh no. Not the librarians. They’re going to invite me again to their Thursday-night reading clubs, twelve members max, always the same ones, time wasted for me, and for them, but mainly for me.

			With his soundproof headphones over his ears, January steps in with a smile, distracts them with his dimple, hands my calling cards out, and, almost imperceptibly, beckons me away. I grab my bag and escape.

			On the way to the Conference Center’s large exhibition hall, I shake an astronomical number of hands. A line is already forming in front of my signing stand—impossible to miss under the great banner of the haloed logo. Not so long ago, whenever I wanted to drop the headphones, I had to rush to the nearest privacy booth. Here, it’s silent as a church, enforced merely by my presence, so as to spare my Instinct (ho, ho).My old classmates at the School for Confidants would sure be green with envy.

			The sky and the sea fill the plate-glass windows. It’s hot. My thighs are sticking together under my suit skirt. I sign until I’ve lost count, the line grows longer, and I tirelessly search in each face for a sign, any sign, a tormented look in the eyes, a mark awkwardly borne, in short, another me without the We. Instead of which, I find only the We without me. Bravo, Claire. Thanks, Claire. Claire, Claire, Claire. At School, no one ever remembered my name; today, people say it so often, it’s getting worn out.

			An adolescent, bearing the helper mark, bursts into tears when his turn comes.

			“I was . . . in the dumps,” he stammers. “Reading your book really . . . thank you.”

			I hand him a tissue, awfully embarrassed.

			The woman calculator from the Computus is behind me, silently standing to attention. I haven’t quite grasped what purpose she serves in this scenario, but she’s there at all my signing sessions.

			I need a sauerkraut, and not one sanctioned by Instinct Admin, oh no, one with well-fermented cabbage, bacon, and sausages, a ton of spuds, all washed down with a dry white wine fresh from the black market. 

			“Congratulations on your book,” a very elegant gentleman whispers to me.

			

			“I didn’t write it.”

			He laughs, and his mark—maker’s Instinct—seems to laugh with him, then he considers. He’s allowed six more words. He picks those everyone always picks.

			“I am your biggest fan.”

			The fan of a ghost, I think, returning his signed copy to him. He licks my hand. The very elegant gentleman. Yes. He licked it. Yes. My hand. Yes.

			I’m stunned. He is, too.

			“It wasn’t me.”

			I can still feel his saliva on my skin.

			“I assure you. It wasn’t me.”

			He’s dismayed, the dear gentleman. Sincerely so.

			A cohort of the Virtuous dives on him. They twist his arms behind his back, slam his head against my table, his lip bursts right under my nose. The people in line panic, ask what’s going on, and me, I’m standing on legs of jelly, chair knocked over; I’d like to shout to them that I’m unharmed, that it’s really no big deal, but I say nothing. I say nothing because a confidant—a genuine confidant—could do nothing but shut up and listen, just listen, until every voice has fallen silent.

			The gentleman is handcuffed and taken away, out of sight; someone asks for silence.

			“We’ll resume signing in fifteen minutes,” I’m told, quietly. “Go and freshen up.”

			I head to the restroom. I don’t know what shocks me more: the extent of the reactions surrounding my book, or my own ability to put on an act, whatever the circumstances.

			Perhaps it’s mainly this sense of déjà vu. Where? When? Who?

			To cap it all, my craving hasn’t even faded. Why limit myself to sauerkraut? I’d happily tuck in to a duck confit, macarons, and tartiflette, too, all very calorific, all very forbidden, and so what if I put on even more weight.

			Once in the restroom reserved for Saints, I freeze. On the mirror, three words have been scrawled in lipstick:

			 

			WE WILL FIND YOU

			 

			I touch it; it was written very recently. That murmur again? I keep coming across it these days, wherever I go, and it invariably takes me back to the last words of the Saint-Monde’s manager, before he died:

			

			“Because that’s what you are. A You. An individual, the genuine article.”

			If what I am has a name, then I can’t be the only one. That, at any rate, is the bet I chose to make.

			I pull out my instant camera, take a picture, and write the date and location at the back of the photo. I wipe the words off the mirror, then, through the red streaks, gaze at myself. At my mark, mostly, my ultimate subterfuge. 

			Ow-ee, these blues are bad. Four months without Goliath’s big voice. I know he tried to contact me, and more than once, during my endless peregrinations: my answering machine is full of his sighs before hanging up. He hasn’t stopped moving, either, since his departure, but perhaps, yes, perhaps I should’ve tried to get a message to him, tried to free up just a moment for him and for me, for a quick word.

			I couldn’t. Worse, I didn’t want to. 

			I have a pee. Hardly dare use the Conference Center’s toilet paper, it’s like silk. I wash my hands in one of the spotless basins. All the same, hand-licking, no one had ever done that to me before.

			“You haven’t forgotten anything?”

			I let the water run for a long time, my heart pound for a long time, before I turn to Modeste, leaning against the restroom door. In his hands, a steaming cup of cocoa. No gun in sight, fine, maybe I won’t die immediately.

			I get annoyed:

			“Are you going to keep asking me the same question?”

			Modeste stares at me, but in a mirror. Eyes half-closed, bowl haircut, nonchalant smirk: all is still on the surface. I compare us, again, in spite of myself. Not an excess pound on that body, not a single emotion, nothing spilling over anywhere. Apart from the lucky front teeth—a name that’s pretty damned ironic—we have nothing in common. What am I supposed to remember? Our shared childhood? Nothing’s left of it in my mind, except for a fall on the stairs.

			“Are you going to kill me?” I ask.

			Modeste sips his cocoa, one slow swallow after another, and asks me, in turn: 

			“Are you going to keep asking me the same question?”

			His eyes turn to my Virtuous badge, mine to his Archangel one.

			“In any case, Claire, it won’t last.”

			And off Modeste calmly goes, with his cocoa, leaving me standing there.

			

			I look for my deodorant in my bag, somewhere between my cassettes and my harmonica. The crowds, the fans, the lines, the loons, they’re fine, I can handle them, but our little one-to-ones bring me out in a sweat. I really could have done without this imposed coexistence in the South Sector. Of course Modeste is going to kill me, doubtless when I least expect it. Ah, family . . . 

			A discreet knock on the restroom door. This time it’s January inviting himself. He doesn’t need to wear a badge to access Saints territory.

			“They’re waiting for you.”

			As soon as he clocks my expression, he closes the door behind him.

			“D’you need more time?”

			He has removed his soundproof headphones. He shouldn’t trust me that way. I wouldn’t cause him harm, not deliberately, but an imperative can easily slip out.

			“How many are still there?” I ask.

			“Eighty. Others still flooding in. We can . . . ”

			“No free pass.”

			A confidant shouldn’t, for any reason, interrupt the person speaking to her or him, but I don’t bother to keep up the pretense anymore with January.

			“I was going to say we can cancel everything.”

			January’s smile appears. His rainbow mohawk makes him seem taller than he really is. Maybe no badge, but piercings everywhere! He has them on every part of his face not taken up by his docile’s mark. There was a time when I’d have likened him to a kazoo—that instrument that’s amusing at first, then annoying—but I’ve decided to stop with the musical metaphors. Because that, really, was always my mother’s domain, and there comes a time, hey, when you have to cut the cord.

			“We’re not canceling a thing. I’m going back in there.”

			“The Very-Highs have scheduled three interviews for you just for tomorrow morning. Your book’s a hit, and it’s just the start. You must pace yourself.”

			Pace myself. Every day we do the social round together. I’m at every ceremony, every cocktail party, paid to smile, drink, sign books, and shake hands. Thousands of hands. Clammy ones, limp ones, mature ones. When mine aren’t being licked.

			“That journalist might not have been wrong,” January adds. “Those Claires being mistreated, for weeks now. They’re all your age, as well as sharing your name. No one knows what’s being done to them, or why, but they all emerge from it traumatized.”

			I raise an eyebrow. So, January had removed his headphones during the public audience? A docile risks nothing as long as an imperative isn’t directly addressed to him or her, but all the same, he’s being careless.

			I shrug my shoulders.

			“If sickos become obsessed because of a simple book, what can I do? And anyhow, there are loads of Claires of my age in the supercontinent. I’m not necessarily the target.”

			“A man licked your hand.”

			Ah. At last. That sense of déjà vu, I know where I’m getting it from. In the Schools neighborhood, in that theater with Goliath, at the meeting of the individualists: the poor boy who’d attacked me with his razor kept repeating the same thing as the gentleman earlier: “It wasn’t me It wasn’t me It wasn’t me It wasn’t me . . . ”

			“What are you trying to do, Claire?”

			January looks at me. He’s no longer smiling, but his dimple’s still there. It’s part of a part of him, like he’s part of a part of me. At this stage, it’s more like a scar.

			“Are you still scared of me?”

			January raises his eyebrows, along with all the piercings that go with them. I’m already regretting my question. He and I have a story, not a complicated story, a really simple story, in fact, a story that’s over. I never asked for him to be my escort. “Decision of the Very-Highs,” he told me. He didn’t specify whether the idea was theirs or his, but hey, by now, I do need to understand what he’s doing here, with me.

			“January. Did you always . . . ”

			“Your friend is back,” he interrupts me.

			“My friend?”

			“Goliath.”

			“Goliath is back?”

			“From his mission, yes.”

			“Goliath is back.”

			“Yes.”

			“Since when?”

			“Since this morning.”

			“Goliath is back since this morning and it’s now that you tell me?”

			In a flash, I forget everything: my question for January, the threat of Modeste, the message on the mirror, the tongue on my hand, and that febrile crowd I just left standing in front of the signing stand.

			Since the Very-Highs concocted a book behind my back, I made a decision. They can force me to lie to the entire world, but to Goliath, I’ll tell everything. Starting with what I couldn’t tell him over the phone. That same thing I told January, and that destroyed everything once before.

			I want to escape, leave the Conference Center and get into the first taxi. But then I remember why I’m here. All those people waiting in front of my stand and among whom there may be . . . 

			I hitch the strap of my bag back on my shoulder.

			“We’re canceling nothing. No free pass.”

			“And Goliath?” January asks.

			“After.”

			 

			 

		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			We both got it pretty wrong

			“When’s Claire back?”

			“That’s six times you’ve asked me.”

			“Five times you’ve told me ‘soon’.”

			“Well, for the sixth time, soon.”

			“Okay. I’ll wait.”

			“Have you seen the time?”

			“Sure have, I’ve been counting it since this morning.”

			“Come back tomorrow, my boy. And speak less loudly.”

			“I don’t know where I’ll be tomorrow, that’s how I speak, and I’m not your boy.”

			“She’s in great demand. She may not want to receive you.”

			“She will.”

			“Shall I add you to the list of all those who’ve already said that to me?”

			Unbelievable, he’s having a laugh at my expense, this receptionist. He’s a protector like me, but judging by his lack of prostheses, he’s not out in the field much anymore, just enough to use his Instinct now and then.

			I sink back into the armchair, which has ended up molding itself to my butt. I keep on watching the two elevators: the slow one that serves every floor and the express that’s reserved for priority missions. I’ve had enough of this reception on the 13th, with its fluorescent-orange décor and lounge music endlessly churned out by the slot-in record player. On the ground, triple-glazing offers a dizzying view of the comings and goings of the Virtuous on the floors below. It’s late, but the Very-Highs’ skyscraper is a hive of activity that never stops. No rest for the heroes, no stopping for the Saints.

			I look at the plaque on Claire’s office, to the left of the reception.

			 

			I listen to you from Monday to Friday

			 

			All over the walls, just like in town, giant posters of her book. Jeez, how long does it take to sign that thing? My legs are throbbing, I’m itching to stretch them, set off at a sprint, forge ahead, anywhere, but I remain seated.

			Because Claire.

			The sound from the TV, on the receptionist’s counter, merges with the music in the waiting room, but I suddenly catch something that makes me jump up. There, on the news: two old folks under arrest. Not any old folks. Dociles. The very dociles we rescued yesterday from the capsule traffickers.

			“Can you turn the volume up?”

			The receptionist gives me a dirty look, but goes ahead. I can’t believe it. Granny and granddad accused of individualism! Of anti-Instinct practices! Betrayal of the We! It seems the search of their house, once Anti-Abuse had left, revealed a load of compromising videos. After an entire career with the Very-Highs, these retired folks have sawn off the branch they were sitting on, and the rest of the tree with it. We thought they were abused, but it’s me who feels duped; I almost took a bullet for them.

			The news that follows does nothing to calm me down. A new victim in the Claires affair. They broadcast the face of a young girl with a band across her eyes to anonymize her—but not across her mark. A healer from the East Sector. She appears in front of the camera, back-lit, with her voice disguised:

			“What? What d’you want me to say to you? I wasn’t hurt. So. Wasn’t even touched. So. We just talked, and I don’t fancy repeating what we talked about, especially not to you. You’re nothing but hypocrites. You knew it, hey? Yeah, you know it. You know that our marks, the badges, all that, it’s a load of hogwash. You know that we’ve had it. You know it and you say nothing.”

			“The poor girls,” the receptionist beside me comments. “Whoever the jerks doing that to them are, they hand them back with their minds well warped.”

			I say nothing, my blood is coursing, even under my eyelids. We’ve had it. No, no no, now’s no time for my hypochondria.

			The receptionist switches off the TV. The elevator has just opened on Claire.

			Not the Claire on the book and the posters, with her fake smile, poreless skin, and unfocused eyes, no, the Claire who rushes towards me, headphones over ears, while I’m anxiously hoping she’s not expecting a hug I’d be incapable of giving her with these bulldozers instead of arms, this Claire is contour, contrast, the compact and the consistent, all condensed.

			“At last,” she says to me.

			The receptionist unlocks the office door for us. Transformed, he gazes at Claire adoringly. Hey, cool it, she has the same tally of lives as me.

			

			Claire’s hand grips mine. I can feel nothing on the surface, but at the other end of the prosthesis, beyond the metal and cables, hello electric shock. She pulls me with a strength that jostles my muscles.

			It’s massive, Claire’s office! And empty. Nothing but carpet and two plastic chairs: one for listening, one for being listened to, from 9:00 A.M. to 12:00, and from 2:00 P.M. to 5:00.

			“Over here. You didn’t have to wait around too long, I hope?”

			Claire speaks to me without letting go of me or looking at me. The music from her personal stereo crackles through her headphones; even if I replied, she wouldn’t hear me. She unhooks a red cordon, drags me through, re-hooks it, and, two corridors later, opens a new door, and propels me towards a fridge.

			“Help yourself. I’ll be right back.”

			Bigger than me, that fridge. It’s stuffed with out-of-date noodles and overripe cheese. I can’t believe my eyes when I open the freezer box: it’s packed with caramel choc-ices, the kind that are beyond forbidden, get thrown in jail for less than that, and here’s Claire, stashing them away in the home of the Very-Highs of the South.

			I close the fridge; I’ve seen nothing.

			What I can’t close my eyes to, however, is her telephone. It’s plugged into an answering machine that’s already flashing. What’s the point of having one if she never answers?

			I unearth some fruit juice, look for a glass in a cupboard. It’s only then that I really size up the place. Claire’s apartment on the 13th floor is four times the size of mine on the 7th. My view is of the neighboring buildings; her windows look out onto the seashore, and its nighttime illuminations. A collection of audio cassettes lines the walls like bricks, from floor to ceiling. A linen basket is overflowing with readers’ letters: most of the envelopes haven’t yet been opened. In addition to three cathode-ray TVs, and a decoder for encrypted channels, they’ve installed a jukebox, a huge hi-fi system, and some arcade video games for her.

			If that’s not preferential treatment, I don’t know what is.

			The sound of flushing. Claire returns, rubbing her face with a towel. She’s removed her makeup, taken off her badge, and switched off her personal stereo. She seems even more exhausted than me, but this time I get a flash of the lucky front teeth.

			“Hello, by the way. Well, good evening.”

			“Permission to exceed the ten words?”

			It’s the first time I ask her. I’m ashamed of never having done so before, particularly after all the abuses I’ve witnessed these past four months.

			Claire raises her eyebrows then frowns.

			“No way, hey. None of that between you and me.”

			She does something I’ve never seen her do, something no confidant should ever do in the presence of anyone: she removes the personal stereo from her belt, and the headphones from around her neck, and places them on a Formica table. Laid bare, her Instinct. If she’d got undressed in front of me, I’d have been less embarrassed.

			“The book,” she says in a strained voice. “What’s written in it. About the Saint-Monde and the rest. It’s not written by me.”

			“Yeah. I know.”

			Claire is relieved. She switches on the jukebox.

			“What do you prefer? Some pop? Or rap?”

			“I’ve still got the lounge music from the waiting room going around in my head.”

			“Sorry, silence makes me anxious. Not used to it. And also, I don’t know about you, but me, here, right now, I feel really, really nervous. And yet, four months, that’s nothing, is it?”

			Okay. Claire’s as stressed as me, but she doesn’t try to hide it. When I think of us at first, she was forever smiling.

			While she’s choosing some background music, a small device bleeps on a table.

			“Aha! My pager,” Claire says. “I was looking for it.”

			“Your what?”

			She shows me: a screen, a keyboard with twelve numbers, all really tiny. I already struggle to dial a number on a normal phone . . . 

			“It lets you send and receive written messages. And is far less bulky than a videotex. And wireless! Florence showed me how to use it. Oh, it’s actually from her,” Claire adds, having read the message.

			“Oh yeah? You both stayed in contact?”

			I try not to show how much all this is bothering me. I feel completely sidelined. I’ve not heard from Flo since the Saint-Monde. I’d wanted to visit her in hospital, but she’d run away from the place. When I called my parents, at the start of my mission, they informed me that she’d been back to theirs several times since we’d first invited her: she eats there, washes there, sleeps there, then sets off again, muttering her thanks. But hey, for me, nothing, not a word.

			“I’m telling her you’re back,” Claire says.

			She types a message at lightning speed. There are no more Post-its stuck all over her things, she’s swiftly embraced the new technology. I feel like a dinosaur.

			Flo’s bleep back doesn’t take long.

			“She sends you her love,” Claire tells me.

			“Oh sure, of course. Her exact words?”

			“You’d have been annoyed with her.”

			Claire shows me the tiny screen: OK tell G c u l8er.

			“Ouch. How about the others?”

			No need to specify who the others are. Claire knows. Anne, Joachim, Lucie, Martha, Paul, Samuel, Thérèse, and Vincent. Those found at the Saint-Monde.

			“I sometimes visit them. They’re in a hostel in town. They’re getting back on their feet. Slowly.”

			Claire sends her pumps flying with an expert flick of the toe and sinks into a corner of the sofa.

			“So. The Anti-Abuse squad. Tell me all.”

			“It was cool.”

			I know she won’t be satisfied with that answer. I sit down at the other end of the sofa. She’s no featherweight, Claire, and yet I make her rise like we’re on a see-saw. I tell her what’s tellable, and embellish the rest. She nibbles at her thumbnail, somewhere between her well-cut bangs and the knees she’s pulled up. She listens to me with all the intensity of her Instinct. Her pager keeps going off, but every time I stop so she can look at her messages, she indicates to me to keep talking. No, Claire really does look straight at me, straight into me. What does she see? Is she swallowing my lies? I don’t want her to know about the missions I failed, the dressing-downs I got, all the shit I saw, and my inability to raise my tally of lives. Before, I’d always say what I was thinking as I was thinking it, when I’d kidded myself that a mere badge would turn me into someone else.

			Maybe that’s what becoming an adult is. Keeping up appearances, for want of anything better.

			I finally realize that I’ve been bellowing non-stop for three-quarters of an hour, so much so that I’m even deafening myself. I shut up.

			“I’d missed your voice.”

			Claire just hits me with that, without a smile, very serious, almost solemn. I’m not too sure what’s happening to me, but suddenly something’s tickling inside my nostrils.

			“Life after School,” she continues, after restarting the jukebox and returning to her seat, “did you imagine it being like that?”

			

			“Um. More or less.”

			Mainly less, but that I won’t say, either. We’ll talk about it again once my heroic career finally takes off. Because I don’t have friends bleeping me all the time, my linen baskets aren’t overflowing with fan mail, the Very-Highs haven’t given me a jukebox, arcade video games, and a subscription to the encrypted channels.

			“And you?” I ask. “You’re . . . um . . . you’re listening well?”

			Claire glances at the door.

			“You mean in that office? I’ve never listened to anyone in there, it’s just there to look good. Instead, I’ve done the rounds of all the function rooms in the South Sector, promoting a book I didn’t write.”

			“It sends a hell of a message. The will of the Very-Highs is the will of the We. If they say you’re a legend, then that’s what you are. And it’s not as if you didn’t save them, those lives. My own life.”

			If I wanted to cheer her up, it’s failed. She stares at me as if I’d punched her in the stomach. Oh, that’s true. Claire doesn’t like the light. And me, I don’t like the dark. On that score, we both got it pretty wrong.

			“You also saved mine,” she reminds me, drily.

			She bites her lip, then asks me:

			“You don’t think you idealize all that stuff a bit too much?”

			“All what stuff?”

			With a sweeping gesture, she indicates her apartment, her plush carpet, the windows full of stars, and beyond the walls, the skyscraper as a blessed whole.

			“Oh, sure,” I say, sarcastically. “Four months on the roads, it’s the stuff of dreams!”

			A silence falls between us. Even the music has stopped. Inside the jukebox, the mechanical arm seizes the mini record on the turntable and puts it back in its slot. Click, click, and all goes quiet. I stare at my still untouched fruit juice. I’d been so impatient for now to be happening, so why am I still comparing us?

			I change the subject:

			“Heard about ‘the Claires affair’?”

			“Hard not to. People go on about it to me, endlessly.”

			“Mightn’t it be linked to your book?”

			At the other end of the sofa, Claire allows herself time to think.

			“Among those girls who’ve agreed to talk, not one has mentioned my book. What they experienced makes no sense.”

			“There are crazy people everywhere.”

			

			And I should know. On the Anti-Abuse raids, I really did see it all: thieves, crooks, cheats. We even had to separate a little girl from her father, a repairer on the verge of overdosing: his daughter enjoyed destroying everything at home just for the pleasure of watching him putting it all back together—and just to spice the game up, she’d chucked his toolbox over the balcony.

			“And otherwise, Goliath, are you staying in the South Sector?”

			“I don’t know. I’m waiting for my next mission order.”

			I clear my throat.

			“In the meantime, I’m free.”

			I clear it again. 

			“Just in case you have another bum note bugging you.”

			Claire likes to call them that: the problems that no one cares about. And that’s what I’m missing. Not so much the problems as someone to solve them with, someone for whom I’m not just a rookie that goofs up, someone who really does count on me. Claire, in other words.

			Her eyes widen. She opens, then closes, then opens, then closes her mouth. I wasn’t expecting such an emotional reaction from her.

			“There is . . . it isn’t really a bum note . . . something I wanted to tell you. That I must tell you. Or rather, wait, I’m going to show it to you.”

			She’s surprisingly supple, Claire. Jumps up like a spring, skips across the carpet, and wriggles under a dresser. Weird hiding place for the photo album she hands to me.

			“Tell me what you think.”

			Nothing initially. I turn the pages clumsily with my artificial fingers. On all the photos, and there are lots of them, three words have been written in chalk under badly lit tunnels, on the ground in public gardens, behind dumpsters.

			 

			WE WILL FIND YOU

			 

			Claire has recorded all the dates and locations. A murmur? The same one throughout the Sector? Surprising for such a rare phenomenon.

			During one mission in a neighboring town, while we were clearing a busy shopping street of little toughs acting like mobsters, I actually saw one for the first time. We were mid-raid and suddenly, between a taser shot and two teargas grenades, the entire neighborhood froze. The delinquents stopped throwing stones at us, the storekeepers and customers came out of hiding, some members of the squad dropped their batons, and all these folks gathered in the street. Someone brought some tins of paint from a DIY store. They plunged their hands in the tins, then pressed them to the store windows. Handprints of every color, every size. A real nursery-school painting project, improvised by forty-odd people, without needing to consult each other.

			I was among the witnesses. I just stood there and felt like I was watching something extremely ancient, preciously primal, like a reminder of the emergence of the We, before the High Instincts brought us fire and writing. It made me blubber in my corner—as much out of joy as of jealousy.

			Once over, the murmurers had forgotten everything.

			End of flashback. Back to Claire’s photos, while she watches closely for my reaction.

			“Have you seen any similar to that in neighboring Sectors?”

			“Murmurs like those? No.”

			I keep turning the pages of the album. WE WILL FIND YOU WE WILL FIND YOU WE WILL FIND YOU WE WILL FIND YOU WE WILL FIND YOU WE WILL FIND YOU.

			“Those murmurs that helped us find the untraceables,” Claire comments, “were officially recognized by the authorities. Perhaps not classified as ‘Instinctive Patrimony,’ but they were registered, indexed, archived. These, however, (she indicates the photos) went entirely unnoticed. The press and the police don’t mention them. Nothing in the archives of Instinct Admin. D’you know why? Because they all occurred in godforsaken places few people go to. One downpour and that’s it, nothing left. I’ve even just found one in the restroom at the Conference Center, written in lipstick.”

			I frown.

			“You personally saw them.”

			Claire slowly nods. She looks at me, as if expecting from me . . . I’m not sure what, in fact. She empties the glass of fruit juice I’d barely touched, swallows like crazy, and:

			“They made sure they’d be seen by me.”

			WE WILL FIND YOU. A shudder makes my hairs stand on end.

			“Hold on, hold on. They’d be addressed to you? Only to you? Why you?”

			“Yes, Goliath. Why me?”

			Claire scours my eyes. She’s so close, I squint at her mark. She’s about to tell me something, but I can’t hold back any longer, and I cut the ground from under her feet:

			“They’re not authentic.”

			“What?”

			“Those murmurs. They’re fake. A nasty joke. It’s blasphemy, but that does happen. You’ve been had.”

			Claire seems awfully disappointed, but I’m no less so. I’ve lost a good many certainties recently, and this is the worst. The Claire of the book, the Savior of the Saint-Monde, the Me Too, perhaps that’s the one facing me, in the end.

			“So, that’s what you think? For you, it has to be a hoax? There’s no other possibility?”

			She over-articulates each syllable. That’s phony calm, that is; she’s seriously riled up. Good. I’m glad she is, that makes two of us. I give her back her album and stand up; the sofa falls back on its feet.

			“Where are you going?”

			Sounds indignant, Claire’s question.

			“I’m done in. I waited for you all day. I’m off to bed. No need to see me out.”

			“Goliath . . . ”

			Her voice shrinks. My gaze is already distant. When it comes to disastrous reunions, that sure was a disastrous reunion.

			“Don’t get big-headed, Claire.”

			

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			The right to be the person I’m not

			I can’t hold it against him. Showing him the murmurs like that, all at once, before revealing my truth to him, well done, brilliant idea of the century. So, there we are, I can’t reproach Goliath for having said what he said and thought what he thought. So why, as the express elevator hurtles down the stories, this desire to shove a phone directory up his nose?

			I run along the lengthy red carpet, changed daily, that winds through the vast hall and onto the forecourt. Outside, it’s still dark; chilly, even. The earliest-rising pilgrims are taking photos of the South Sector’s skyscraper, along with anyone who comes out of it. I don’t escape the flashes. I’m not allowed to conceal either my badge or my mark, but the rest of myself I hide under a leather bomber jacket and my biggest headphones.

			Another quick look at my pager:

			Cumqwik 2 hostel—found sumthing—don’t 4get grub.

			Florence’s message sprang me out of bed; not that I was sleeping much anyway. I’m curious to see this “sumthing,” but I’ll have to hurry. I’m expected at the Radio-Grace studios at 10 on the dot for a live broadcast.

			And I have another appointment this morning. A crucial, confidential appointment.

			I wait impatiently for the first bus to show up, music pumping my eardrums. The stop is poorly lit, my backpack weighs a ton. I’m not supposed to go out into the street without an escort, January at the very least, but these escapades save me from suffocating.

			I’m already hungry.

			I take a seat on the bus; it fills up along the way. Through the windows, dawn breaking. I’ve put my personal stereo on pause. In this bus, like wherever I go, I remain on the alert. Who else here reeks of guilt? Who’s lying behind their mark? I decipher micro-expressions, listen to conversations. Some are about me—“Don’t turn round, but I think that’s Claire, who? yes, you know, the confidant-turned-Virtuous, where? don’t turn round, I said”—and I look straight ahead of me, as if hearing nothing. I know I’m playing with fire. Before, I’d never have taken the risk of pausing my music, but before I wasn’t searching, either. Because that’s what you are. A You. I carry on and cross myself: if my existence isn’t an accident, then there must be others, too.

			Other Yous.

			

			I get off at the Schools crossroads. Haven’t been back here since moving into the skyscraper, already seems like another life to me.

			I allow myself a few seconds of contemplation in front of the demolition site where the Saint-Monde once stood, then dive into the library nearby. Thank goodness it opens early. I slip between the shelves of books, stealthily, so the librarians don’t hear me, and scour the cubicles reserved for group work. Apart from a handful of disciplined pupils, hardly anyone here at this time.

			A hand knocks on the glass of one cubicle to attract my attention and beckons me in. Perfect, they’re here. I close the heavy glass door behind me, sit at the Formica table, and take off my headphones.

			“Permission granted to exceed the ten words. Let’s speak little, let’s speak well, I don’t have much time.”

			“It’s you who requested this meeting, confidant.”

			Scales and Gavel sit before me, arms crossed on the table, their legal manuals open in front of them. They consider me with a perfectly symmetrical impassivity. They’re wearing the same smocks, the same “II” badges, the same ponytails, and, with only a slight variation, bear the same mark. When I contacted them by videotex, I didn’t even expect them to reply. What would Goliath think if he knew I was here, with them?

			“And thanks for accepting. I want to learn more about the individualists. Those from thirty-five years ago, mainly. The ten pupils who set fire to themselves.”

			“Why?” Scales asks, while Gavel frowns. “So you can threaten again to denounce us?”

			I dig deep into the pockets of my leather bomber jacket. I failed with Goliath, but with these young judges, I could put my cards on the table. Yes, I could restore some balance between us, my secret for their secret, reveal to them the last words of the manager of the Saint-Monde, tell them that I am exactly what they’re looking for, with their secret laboratory and forbidden practices, a You, without We and without Instinct, and that those individualists whose path they’re following, as revisionist as they were, yes, even they had a premonition of my existence.

			“I won’t denounce you. And if I’d come to you with bad intentions,” I add, turning to Scales, “your Instinct would have detected it. The only thing that interests me is understanding. Understanding them.”

			The judges exchange a brief look before returning to me.

			

			“At the risk of repeating ourselves: those ten pupils were but a small group at the heart of a far vaster and far older network. A network that seeks, in the shadows, how to free humanity from the diktat of Instincts.”

			Scales presents that to me calmly, without lowering her voice, while Gavel punctuates each sentence with a nod of his head. Neither of them fears being compromised. Sure, the cubicles in the library are soundproofed, but it’s their last year at the School of Justice, they’re risking their future careers, all the same. Do they think they’re protected by their status as Saints?

			Personally, I feel like I’m forever in the hot seat, despite being a Virtuous.

			“How vast? How old?”

			“As vast as the world. As old as humanity.”

			“But such a network,” I say, lowering my voice, “how does it organize itself without Instinct Administration knowing? How do they communicate?”

			“In a coded way, obviously.”

			“Like your crossed-out halo?”

			“We’re small players by comparison,” Scales admits. “We take inspiration from the individualists for our experiments, but we’ve never dealt directly with them. On reflection, maybe that’s no bad thing.”

			My pager bleeps three times in my pocket.

			U cumin or not?

			Got big stuff 2 show U 

			And fridge empT

			Florence is getting impatient.

			A librarian passes the glass cubicle, pushing her cart of books. I wait for her to be far away before querying:

			“No bad thing? You don’t want to be part of it, this network?”

			“From what little we know, the real individualists, they’re no angels. They can’t be found: it’s them who find us.”

			Another dead-end, then. But should I really have expected two pupils to open the doors to an ancestral secret society, and reveal my own raison d’être to me? I stroke the huge pads of my headphones, and can feel a searing emotion rising up inside me.

			“And do you think that they themselves succeed? That there are people who manage to liberate themselves from the We? Is that what you’re aiming for?”

			The judges probe me with their steady eyes, without uncrossing their arms. Should I tell them that I am what they are aspiring to?

			“No,” Scales finally answers. “Our objective isn’t to succeed. A child always ends up putting his or her parent to the test, but why does he or she do that? Basically, all that we seek with our laboratory is to test the boundaries. Merely to test. No one wants to be rejected. (She turns to Gavel.) Is that okay, did we get it all?”

			Nonchalantly, Gavel pulls a dictation device out from under his smock, places it on the table, rewinds the cassette for several seconds, and presses “play.”

			“The only thing that interests me is understanding. Understanding them . . . ”

			They recorded me. Those little swine recorded me.

			“Don’t look like that, confidant,” Scales says, with a halfsmile. “A mere precaution, in case you were to change your mind and decide to denounce us. If you bring us down, you’ll be brought down with us. And now, we have revision to do. Do say hello to Goliath.”

			I put my headphones back on, sling my backpack over one shoulder, and slam the cubicle’s door behind me. What a complete dumbbell I am. Now I get why they accepted to answer my questions. And to think I almost spilt the beans to them!

			I cross the reading room hugging the shelves—if the librarians recognize me, they’ll never let me leave—and then dash to the bus stop. It’s still early, let’s hope January hasn’t noticed my absence in the Very-Highs’ skyscraper.

			I send a message to Florence.

			On my way but can’t stay long

			I’m furious. With myself. Because I carry on; like before, I carry on. I behave as if guilty and whenever I show that awful feeling the door, it returns to me through the back window. I repeat to myself every day in front of the mirror, spitting toothpaste as I do, that I have the right to be the person I’m not; then, in front of Goliath, I fall apart.

			I’m hungry.

			A hand falls hard on my shoulder—the shock! A man speaks to me. His mop of hair, almost longer than allowed, is creeping over his informer’s mark, but there’s no mistaking his old striped sweater. Oh no, a librarian. Has he recognized me? Is he inviting me? I don’t get the impression he works at this library; in fact, he looks like he’s been living on the street for a while. We’re alone at the bus stop, him and me, I probably shouldn’t listen to him, a confidant wouldn’t take that risk, but the movement of his lips seems urgent, as if controlled by his Instinct. Does he have information to pass on to me?

			I switch off my personal stereo.

			“ . . . Close parentheses. Colon. PAL Color. No title. Open square brackets. Video recording. Close square brackets. Slash. Written and made using non-disclosed information. Dash. Open square brackets. Upper case S. Dot. Lower case L. Dot.”

			I blink. What the hell?

			He continues in a hurried voice:

			“Dash. Open square brackets. Upper case S. Dot. Lower case L. Dot. Colon. Lower case S. Dot.”

			And continues:

			“Lower case N. Dot. Comma. Lowercase N. Dot. Lower case D. Dot. Close square brackets.”

			And continues:

			“Dash. Number 1. Video cassette. Open square brackets. VHS. Close square brackets.”

			And continues:

			“Open parentheses. Number 6. Abbreviation min. Close parentheses. Colon. PAL Color.”

			The librarian finally stops; small, stilted breaths lift the hairs of his beard. I believe he’s just dictated a catalogue entry to me. Finger by finger, his hand releases my shoulder, while his Instinct ebbs away—and the We through it.

			“You carry it,” he says to me, his voice exhausted. “I see it in you like I already saw it in him. I was young, yes, it was long ago, yes, but never, no, never will I forget.”

			“What do I carry? Who is ‘him’?”

			The librarian sticks his nose to mine and, in his bloodshot eyes, I can suddenly see how repugnant he finds me.

			“The disease.”

			He spits at my feet and runs off. The bus arrives. I get on it completely dumbfounded. Well, well, well. At least it makes a change from hand-licking.

			I find a seat, place my bag on my knees. I’m keen to leave the Schools neighborhood. I watch the many double-glazed windows of my old boarding building scroll by. Gives me the blues. I don’t even know what I’m nostalgic about, I suffered more from the silence between those walls than from the media racket today.

			“No one wants to be rejected.”

			No, this nostalgia comes from elsewhere. It’s this bus. It reminds me of the school coach in which, after the brakes were slammed, I experienced the most dramatic depersonalization attack of my whole life. I came out of myself and I gazed at the We! Almost touched it with my finger. I believed I was, perhaps not its confidant, but its partner, the one chosen to help it save its own. And since then, nothing, I can strain as if constipated, but there’s no more no more distancing, no more standing back, just me and nothing but me.

			My thoughts stop dead.

			An old lady has just got on the bus and punched her ticket.

			Her face. Her mark.

			An identifier.

			As she advances among the passengers and looks for a seat, her mouth moves on its own. I can hear it through the silence of my headphones: 

			“Helpfulness, helpfulness, calculating, making, helpfulness, repairing, helpfulness . . . ”

			People smile at her, honored to hear their Instincts named by her Instinct. I press the stop button. I leave my seat and head for the doors at the back. Stay natural, don’t hurry, don’t give yourself away. I hold the handle with feigned nonchalance. Quick, quick, quick, next stop, quick. I adopt the same vague look as the other passengers, a look that looks without looking, a bus look, but I never take my ear off the identifier.

			“Healing, helpfulness, helpfulness . . . thank you, young man.”

			A passenger has just given her his seat, beside the buggy area. The identifier has got the bus look, too. Her mark indicates a short Instinctive range, but what does “short” really mean? Twenty inches? One yard? Two? If I just step back, will her Instinct suddenly detect the absence of mine? The last time I approached an identifier, he died of a heart attack.

			The doors open. I get off. The bus moves away, and with it, the identifier.

			I sit on the steps of a building, feeling dizzy. A demystifier, fine, just mustn’t lie to one of them out loud. But that! I dab my face with a tissue. Come on, come on, it was bound to happen sooner or later: now it’s over with, identifiers are rare, it won’t happen again. The probabilities are on my side.

			All the same, I’ll have to complete the journey on foot.

			Having wanted to be quick, it takes me forever to get there. 8, Virtue Street: the youth hostel. I hope no one’s followed me. If the Very-Highs discover why I’m here, perfidious little judges and elderly identifiers will be the least of my worries.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			MADAM X

			At least it kills the boredom

			I finish my carrot juice and close the book propped against my steering wheel. Me Too. I wonder how much is true (occupational habit) amid all this fantastical grandiloquence. I study the close-up photo of the girl on the cover. They should hold back on the retouching: apart from her mark, she barely resembles the girl I saw at the Conference Center yesterday. I was strolling along the seafront when I spotted the posters, and I went inside on a whim, to kill boredom. I bought the book at the stand, but didn’t get it signed; I wasn’t that bored. I saw a man lick her hand. In one way, I understand him. I’m not really sure why, but I understand him.

			All the same, for this girl to keep on repeating to anyone listening that she didn’t write the book, it’s pretty daring. I must be among the few people to know that she’s not lying.

			I’m parked right in the center of town. Around my car, the morning rush is building up. Opening time for stores and offices. Instincts get going; people and actions follow. In all directions there’s economic ecology, recyclable household appliances, fair-trade socks, fruit, fresh produce, and countless services rendered. A strapping fellow is ambling around with a giant radio on his shoulder: he’s broadcasting Instinct Admin’s morning program. The most devout citizens put their hands together to join in with the prayer of gratitude. Me is nothing! We is everything!

			Ah, she’s getting off the bus. I put the book away and hoot to attract her attention. She struggles to climb into my jalopy.

			“I preferred it when you had your limousine.”

			“Those days are over.”

			“Great for my arthritis. I’m not getting any younger and neither are you.”

			Conversations with the old-guard really aren’t my thing. I drive off. Rudely, she opens my glove box to take out the book.

			“You were reading while waiting for me?”

			“I don’t like to be bored.”

			“She was on my bus.”

			“Who?”

			She shows me the cover. I whistle.

			“You traveled with a celebrity.”

			“You, too, are traveling with a celebrity. Retired, but a celebrity all the same. I marked half of the South Sector, I did, madam.”

			

			“Did you identify her Instinct?”

			“Whose?”

			“Well, hers, there, on the book. Keep up.”

			“She was at the other end of the bus. Why do you ask?”

			“She’s a Claire. And the age is right.”

			“The best-known confidant of the whole supercontinent? Are you kidding?”

			She, at least, laughs heartily. Does my laugh sound as ancient as hers? Not as if I laughed that much. I barely look at the road. Beyond my windshield, the red buildings are swamped in popart graffiti and greenery from the roof terraces. Squint a little, and they look like a building-block game forgotten on the lawn of a garden. All the Sectors look the same.

			I light a cigarette.

			“Oh no, put out that foul thing!”

			“I drink carrot juice, this is payback. Open the window if the smoke bothers you.”

			“It’s mainly that it’s not sanctioned, your smoke. If we get checked, one of these days . . . ”

			“We won’t get checked. Not with our marks.”

			“Where are you driving us to this time?”

			“The West-Southwest Sector.”

			I’m overtaken by a kid who, going by the redness of his face through his lowered window, has just had his mark done. He’s yelping ecstatically, unlike his passenger (probably his father), who’s clinging to his attaché case. Instinct is guiding his puny hands on the steering wheel. His Learner sticker stops me from hooting.

			It’s going to be a long journey and I’m already bored. I take advantage of a red light to pull the photo of the next Claire from my jacket. Which thrills my identifier as usual. She checks the state of her perm in the sun-visor mirror.

			“I bet she’ll be the right one.”

			I shrug.

			“We’ll see. We were hardly short of girls to traumatize. And at least it kills the boredom.”

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			The panic without the hope

			I push open the youth-hostel door. There’s neither security guard nor padlock, maybe owing to the haloed logo painted on the façade, maybe because there’s nothing to steal here—or so little. It’s far from the smart neighborhoods, far from the sea; even the sky seems beyond reach, up there, between the tightly packed roofs.

			Taped on the wall in the hall is a poster of Coco-Rudy, mic in hand, suffused with light and fake smoke, his Throne badge pinned onto his stage costume. I’ll admit, I had the same one on my boarding-room wall, and I’ll admit, I shed a tear when I heard that the great love of my teens had terminal cancer. Layered on top, there’s a different nostalgia: his voice was there, with me, during my last depersonalization attack. He was also part of that particular experience.

			Flowers are placed daily at the foot of the wall, and the youngsters milling in and out cross themselves as they pass them. Coco-Rudy isn’t dead yet, but he might as well be. This hostel, like those set up in each Sector, is partly financed by his foundation, The Call of the We. And me, at the same age, what have I done with my life, apart from not writing my book?

			I come across volunteers who are far too busy to pay any attention to me. Ending up here are all the kids (and beyond kids) who have nowhere to go, no apparent future. Many have a police record. Concealing the Instinct mark—that’s the most common juvenile offence, and you pay for it for the rest of your life. Don’t ask where I myself would be sent if they found out that mine is a fake.

			I walk along a succession of corridors and dormitories.

			My heels screech to a halt. Pinned on a noticeboard, in the middle of a morass of small ads, missing-person leaflets, and smutty photos, is a piece of paper: 

			 

			WE WILL FIND YOU 

			 

			A glance to the left. A glance to the right. No one in the corridor. At this stage, this is sheer provocation.

			“You.” Is it really me the We is looking for like this? Is it a promise? A threat? A hoax? I take a photo of the message, unpin it, and tear it up. Then I head straight for the hostel’s Laundry 5.

			The laundries are in the basement, meaning that I have to tackle stairs. Twenty-one steps that I descend slowly. I’ve made progress since braving those in the Saint-Monde, but still.

			I knock. Three knocks. Pause. Five knocks. Pause. One knock.

			A click of the lock.

			Florence’s half-closed eyes, behind a confusion of braids, appear through the half-opened door. If I hadn’t quit my habit of associating people with musical instruments, and I mean if, she’d remind me of panpipes.

			I pre-empt:

			“Before you ask: yes, yes, you have permission to exceed the ten words. You all have.”

			Florence checks that I’ve come alone, first, and that my backpack is full, second.

			“Sodas?”

			“Yes.”

			“Chips?”

			“Yes.”

			“Coffee?”

			“Yes.”

			“The real thing, hey. Not that sanctioned decaf crap?”

			“Enough to electrocute your veins.”

			Florence allows me to enter Laundry 5. She double locks behind me.

			Now for the humming: not from washing machines—there aren’t any here; from the videotexes. Streaks of light filter through the basement windows onto the huddled bodies in the chairs. All hands are busy hammering the keyboards.

			“Cooey, hackers.”

			Murmurs in response. Anne, Joachim, Lucie, Martha, Paul, Samuel, Thérèse, and Vincent give me a vague nod, without looking away from their screens. Florence is already back in front of hers, with one of my snack-bars between her teeth.

			Rule No. 1 of Laundry 5: only speak if you have something relevant to say. 

			I distribute a can here, a bottle there, to hands silently held out. It’s hardly a good deed, I’m giving them what’s most illicit foodwise, but my badge gives me access to quite a lot of under-the-counter stuff, and it makes up a little for the bland soup the hostel gives them.

			“Goliath asked me how you were all doing.”

			“You didn’t tell him about here? About what the nine of us are up to?”

			

			Florence and the others give me the same warning look. Rule No. 2: what goes on in Laundry 5 stays in Laundry 5. I swore to that. Seriously, hand on heart, mingled blood, the works, but despite that, Florence says “the nine of us.” Not “the ten of us.”

			“No,” I answer. “But I would have preferred to.”

			“Goliath mustn’t know,” Florence insists. “He’s both holier-than-thou and a pain in the ass. For him, the Very-Highs and the rest, they’re beyond sacred. He’d be capable of denouncing us all in the confessional.”

			I’d like to refute this. I can’t. I remember only too well Goliath’s disgust when we discovered the anti-Instinct experiments of Scales and Gavel. Don’t get big-headed. When he asked me for a bum note, I’d have preferred to tell him about those I discovered here. At least he’d have taken them seriously.

			I switch on my own videotex.

			“So, that ‘sumthing’?” I ask. “Have you found others?”

			“The arrest of a cafeteria woman,” Florence says, fiddling with a spot on her lip. “No details. But hey, if they’ve encrypted it, she must be one.”

			An anomaly. That’s what Instinct Admin calls them.

			Another Instinct going awry. Like the manager of the Saint-Monde five months ago. Like the pharmacist, four months ago, the cleaner, three months ago, the bus driver, two months ago, and the factory supervisor, last month. No sooner derailed than found, arrested, and wiped off the map. Barely a small insert in “news in brief”, between two ads for my book. An accident. Anarchism. An attack. Alienation. The fault of humans, so feeble, so fallible; never of Instincts. The only people to know the truth, apart from the Very-Highs, are to be found in Laundry 5. What do they tell the families of the anomalies, if they have any family? And the witnesses? Unless that silence, too, is bought?

			“That’s too many,” I say. “There are too many of them.”

			“That’s what we think, too,” Florence says.

			The teenager has become the spokesperson for the others, who are happy to just nod silently. They’re five years older than her, but look fifty more. White hair, sunken features, wrinkled skin: their sequestration at the Saint-Monde, by preventing them from using their Instincts enough, cruelly aged them. But that doesn’t stop their fingers from hitting the videotex keys with fierce synergy.

			“We’re comparing the data from the South Sector with the data from the other Sectors.”

			A hand passes me a strip of paper still warm from the printer. Gibberish.

			“Will you translate for me?”

			“There are anomalies across the supercontinent. Since forever. But there are many more here, and increasingly frequently. Basically, the Very-Highs are starting to be overwhelmed. Question: to what lengths are they prepared to go so no one knows about it?

			A panic full of hope rises up my back like a tide. What if there were a link? A connection, even if indirect, between my lack of an Instinct and these spontaneous Instinct derailments?

			I tap on the keyboard of my videotex; return to my research exactly where I’d left it, research I’d never dare carry out on the Very-Highs’ network. I risk a lot (everything, in fact) if caught. Even here, far from their skyscraper, Florence and the others have shown me how to delete my search history after each session.

			I hunt through the databases. Individualist scandals, defused demos, dismantling of anti-Instinct drug trafficking: it’s crazy all that I find when I just scratch the compliant veneer of the town. The jubilation I feel isn’t subversive. It’s selfish. The We isn’t unanimously approved of, and, in a certain way, that helps me to feel less alone.

			What I would like is not to feel alone at all anymore.

			So I search, day after day, from one crowd to another, from keyboard to screen, to find an anomaly that’s as huge as my own. Before Modeste kills me, preferably. A glance at my watch. Right, this is all very well but I have to be on the radio in an hour’s time, and we’re not getting very far.

			“We must go further back,” I tell the others. “Further back in the past.”

			“Rule No. 1,” Florence reminds me.

			Message received. They’re already digging deep into Instinct Admin’s archives. My remark isn’t relevant.

			Would saying “I don’t have an Instinct” be more so? Even to them, whose eyes are still haunted by the Saint-Monde attic, who came closer to annihilation than I ever will, even to them I’ve admitted nothing.

			I look at them all from my stool. Samuel—healer’s Instinct—could have been the best cancer specialist in the South Sector, but you’d think it was him who’d been ravaged by illness. Thérèse—feeder’s Instinct—gives me her share of toffee whenever I bring some, compelled by my insatiable appetite. Vincent—calculator’s Instinct—between coughing fits, comes up with algorithms that should have opened the doors to the most prestigious companies for him. Martha—repairer’s Instinct—reluctantly grabs her toolbox as soon as there’s any mechanical hitch in the room. With their chairs stuck together, Paul and Anne—driver’s Instinct, both of them—only go out for an hour a week to drive youngsters from the hostel to their appointments, and thereby exercise their Instinct, just enough not to further reduce their life expectancy. Joachim—verifier’s Instinct—is forever getting up to tighten all the screws on all the chairs, looking morose and stooped. He’s the only one in this room not to have thanked me; I sometimes wonder whether he wouldn’t have preferred to burn along with the Saint-Monde. With her headphones over her ears, Lucie also avoids catching my eye through her giant glasses: we might come from the same School, but she doesn’t forgive me for having succeeded so well when she failed so badly. And Florence, unclassifiable Florence, who, in addition to my candies, crunches the cockroaches that infest the corridors.

			Goliath and I were entitled to a future. Those who escaped the Saint-Monde were entitled to the hostel, at 8, Virtue Street. What better way for the Very-Highs to ensure that they wouldn’t be going out and repeating what really happened to them?

			And even like this, even battered, badly patched up, there’s a symbiosis between them that remains unknown to me. Their marks correspond to a reality. They still belong to the We. Without me.

			“Now that is weird,” Florence says.

			With one bound, I’m leaning over her shoulder. And over mine, I can feel the held breath of all the others, who’ve abandoned their keyboards. Weird is a word that’s not used casually in Laundry 5. Even Lucie has switched off her personal stereo.

			Florence shows us a document that’s dreadfully pixelated.

			“Penitentiary register of the West-Southwest Sector. I went way back in time. The idea was to find an anomaly that wouldn’t have been eradicated. An anomaly that would’ve been studied. That would have helped in understanding the derailing of the Instinct.”

			“And did you find one?”

			“Don’t know. That’s exactly what’s weird.”

			We lean even closer. Florence’s nibbled fingernail points at a virtually illegible line.

			“This prisoner wasn’t studied. He was tortured. Over and over again.”

			

			I can sense the bodies of the others tensing behind my shoulder. This information revives experiences that are too recent, too familiar. Torture. The most anti-Instinctive practice there is. It’s one thing when it’s done to you by a derailed person; quite another when Instinct Admin is wielding the fingernail-removing pliers.

			“Why?”

			“Not explained. And there’s something weirder. This prisoner doesn’t have a name. No matriculation number. No administrative file. Not even a death certificate. All that’s written is ‘obsession interrupted.’ They’ve erased all trace of who he—or she—was when alive. They’ve never done that for any derailed Instinct. Shit! What they did to him: it’s inhuman. Oh, hold on. There’s something else written, but it’s seriously pixelated . . . yes . . . I think it also says ‘You 86’, and right beside, in parentheses, ‘estimate’.”

			This time, I feel the panic without the hope. There it is. The anomaly that’s as huge as mine, the other You I’ve been searching for, for four months: tortured to death long before my birth.

			And when I think my fear can’t get any worse, the videotex cuts out. Spontaneously. Comes back on. Spontaneously. Florence has raised both hands to show us she’s touched nothing. The screen recharges, one line after another. Words form. A question, in fact.

			Is it You?

			Y/N

			One by one, all the videotexes in Laundry 5 cut out, come back, and ask the same question. Is it You? Is it You? Is it You? Is it You? Is it You?

			The hackers have been hacked.

			“Disperse!” Florence cries.

			In no time, she and the others have unplugged the cables, cleared the place, and scattered. They’ve taken all the videotexes, or nearly. In their frantic retreat, they forgot mine. I find myself alone in Laundry 5, facing the question.

			Is it You?

			Y/N

			This virus doesn’t seem like Instinct Admin. In fact, it seems more like an invitation, and invitation that reeks of being a trap, but an invitation all the same. Just as all those WE WILL FIND YOU messages, written by anonymous hands wherever I go, might be.

			Perhaps it’s another me. Another You. Someone who’s searching for me as much as I’m searching for them. Is it You? I’m probably the only person in the world who can understand that question.

			I must get out fast. Not be caught or compromised.

			I’m going.

			

			I come back.

			I press on Y. Yes. Yes, it’s me.

			The question disappears. The screen cuts out, and that’s it.

			I can’t stop shaking. Oh, shit, what have I done?

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			I don’t like the look of this mission

			I’m on the beach, which I usually avoid, just one grain of sand and my entire mechanism jams, but now, it’s fine, I don’t have my prostheses, I have my arms of before, a child’s arms, arms that are looking for something, but I don’t know what, I’ll ask my big brother, he knows everything, his Instinct knows everything, I run towards him at the other end of the beach, on the rocks, got a question to ask him, a mega important one, aargh, I’ve forgotten what it is, it’s on the tip of my tongue, him, he doesn’t care, gazing at the sea from his rock, he smiles, does a run-up and jumps, doesn’t dive but bombs, the moron! Hasn’t seen that the tide has gone out, it’s into the sand that he plunges, his whole body, swallowed by the beach, I race over to him, due to Instinct or in despair, I don’t know, I dig into the sand, dig more and more, dig without finding him, I dig and I scream, beg him to answer that freaking question I’ve forgotten.

			 

			 

			Wake up rigid.

			Stabbing pains in my shoulders, where arm prostheses are attached to nerves; I’m used to that, it’ll pass. What doesn’t pass, this palpitating inside me. Daylight glints between the shutters. What time is it? Double-take when I check the radioalarm. I’m not the lie-in type, so coming round late afternoon . . . This room’s fault. I’ve never slept in such a comfortable bed. Even have my own exercise gear. My own bathroom. There’s space, plenty of it everywhere; too much for only me.

			So, what’s weighing me down like this?

			Check-up under the shower: of the skin, the muscles, the bones, anything the eyes can see. Nothing to report. Just the wounds I got on the last mission, now added to all the rest. That’s not what’s going to kill me. I apply razor to jaw, oil to cogs. No, this morning, it’s not my hypochondria at work again.

			I pull on some sweats. Must get out. My room on the 7th is on a corridor with doors that all look like mine. Without my name on it, I’d be lost. I didn’t have a door at the School of Protection; didn’t have a buddy, either. I try to exchange a few words with the neighbors I come across, some returning, some setting off. I have no conversation and I speak too loudly. They reply politely, briefly. Uneasily.

			I run, for want of anything better to do. There are designated tracks in the skyscraper, strips of asphalt, cycling zones, indoor gardens, the works. A town within the town.

			So, why does it cramp me so much?

			I cut through the silent throngs of the Virtuous, who come and go, day and night, from mission to mission. Apart from me. Since returning from mine, I haven’t been summoned. Paid to do nothing. Why did no one wake me this morning? Did I mess up that bad in the Anti-Abuse squad? Surely they haven’t forgotten about me already, up there, have they? The old me would have slammed his fist on the table to demand answers and his share of heroism, but hey, the old me died in the Saint-Monde.

			I’ve not yet visited my parents since being back, I could take this opportunity; others might do that, but it’s not as if I’m on official leave.

			I race up and down escalators. The great hall echoes with my steps, like a cathedral. I’m going to need another shower. I collapse on a bench, between two artificial plants, facing a plate-glass window with a view of the town. The sun is setting over the roofs, the tower-blocks, the roads, the sidewalks, the lot; it manages to make all that concrete almost beautiful.

			I spot her.

			On the other side of the glass, on the skyscraper’s forecourt, right in the middle of the red carpet, dressed up like some opera singer: Claire’s back from her mission. She’s shaking hands. From here, I can’t hear a thing. She probably can’t, either, since she’s carrying her personal stereo around, but that doesn’t stop the others from sweet-talking her, applauding her, posing for a photo with her, making the whole scene totally absurd. A calculator woman from the Computus accompanies her at a distance. A punk, too, hangs back, hyper-vigilant, docile mark on face and soundproof headphones over ears. What’s his name again? June? February? January. That way he looks at Claire . . . I already caught them, the two of them, the day before the finale at the Saint-Monde. They didn’t touch or anything, but even dense old me, I could instantly tell what they’d meant to each other. What they still do? January keeps the crowd back very politely, tactfully, and although I’m watching from afar, I can see just how he exploits that dimple of his.

			And then, something occurs. Something that I alone see. A small, still moment, minuscule, when Claire stands aside on the big red carpet, far from the hands, the mouths, the eyes. The setting sun casts a flash of light on her profile, stretches her shadow like chewing-gum, and, between all this brightness and darkness, almost nothing remains of Claire, barely a slump of the shoulders, an aloneness in the middle of the crowd, a body about to be swallowed up by the town, and I’m on the verge of diving through the glass to race over to her, but January’s already back, slips her a note she reads intently, he says no-no with his head, she says yes-yes with her chin, and I look away quick-quick so as not to see the limousine already whisking her off somewhere else.

			Something’s bothering my behind. I unwedge a book, forgotten on the bench. Me Too. Claire’s book, of course. I’d sat right on her lucky front teeth.

			I gaze at my badly fastened sneakers on the spotless tiled floor. My own shadow looks like chewing-gum, too. It’s not with the Anti-Abuse squad that I goofed up. It’s with Claire. Yet again, I was too quick to judge. I don’t know if it was those photos she showed me yesterday, or the way she looked at me, but I panicked. What if I didn’t know Claire at all, in fact. If she didn’t know me, either? If I gained nothing by being known?

			“Hi.”

			I look up from the sneakers. Beside me, on the bench, someone is staring at me. On his white polo shirt, a “III” badge. Thousands of lives saved. Bowl haircut and buttoned collar. The orphan Instinct mark, along with an extensive range. I really couldn’t say if it’s a boy or a girl, or both at once, or neither, and I don’t really care: it’s an Archangel, above all else. Even younger than me, sixteen at most, despite a few scattered white hairs.

			“Er. Hello.”

			Vague sense of déjà-vu. Where? When?

			“Congratulations,” the Archangel says, handing me a pager. “You’re my new teammate.”

			“Really?”

			“You smell of sweat.”

			“I’ve been running. But hold on: I’m your what?”

			“New teammate. Decision of the Very-Highs of the South.”

			There are moments like this when I miss my real fingers more than at others. I’d like to rub my eyes, so as to see clearly. I examine the pager; it’s a larger model adapted for my prostheses. Must say, the latest tech is the norm in this skyscraper, so different from the School of Protection. That’s the advantage of having the inspired ones on site.

			“I’ve only got eleven lives on the counter. Why put me with someone like you?”

			“Because you’ve already been the victim of an anomaly.”

			Shock. It’s come back to me, I know where I saw this Archangel. It was at the Saint-Monde, during the fire, when Claire was taken away.

			I look around me. In the skyscraper’s great hall, there are just Saints in perpetual motion, propelled by their Instincts, eyes focused on their next lives to save. No one to listen to us, then, but all the same.

			“I was asked not to talk about it. Even to the Anti-Abuse squad. Even to the Virtuous.”

			“Precisely,” the Archangel says without batting an eye. “It mustn’t be known about. Either by people on the outside, or by people on the inside. That’s why you’ve been chosen. You, you already know.”

			“And my work, what would it consist of?”

			“Stopping me from killing the anomalies too quickly.”

			I don’t like the look of this mission.

			“You mean there are others? Instincts going awry? What happened to the manager of the Saint-Monde, it can happen to anyone?”

			I was parched, now I’m even more so. With the Anti-Abuse squad, I saw how Instincts didn’t prevent the bastards from being bastards, but I wanted—I want—to believe that it’s not the We’s fault, and that as long as I’m faithful to my own Instinct, there’ll be something to save. And at the same time, I realize that I already knew that it wouldn’t be that simple. I push away the thought that’s trying to impose itself—no, no, bro, stay in my dream, buried deep in your beach, don’t bring it back to your absence of an answer to my absence of a question—and the Archangel scrutinizes me, trying to figure me out, his bowl-cut tilted to one side.

			“Don’t worry. If it happens to you, too, I’ll take care of you. Are you having sexual relations with Claire?”

			“Sorry?”

			Really need water, I do. With his eyes, the Archangel indicates the book I haven’t put down.

			“Are you having sexual rela . . . ”

			“Do you ask that to everyone who reads her book?”

			“Of course not.”

			Again, the Archangel replies to me without batting an eye. Never known a face so inscrutable.

			“I was there when she declared that she was your eleventh life.”

			“She’s my partner. You wouldn’t understand.”

			“Indeed, I don’t understand. A partnership consists of working together to achieve a common objective. Claire and you, you don’t work together. As for your objectives, they’re not for you to define since the Instinct alone decides.”

			“See. You don’t understand.”

			“No. But we’re going to spend a lot of time together, you and I. Maybe I’ll get to understand.”

			The lips part into something that could suggest a smile. Whoa. The Archangel has lucky front teeth, too.

			No, I sure don’t like the look of this mission.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			They know

			I extricate myself from the sofa, one pound at a time. I fell asleep fully dressed. Hangover this morning, thanks to the cocktails last night. Maybe I shouldn’t have accepted that lastminute invitation, but I can’t help it, I don’t want to miss a single occasion for meeting people, always more people, endlessly searching, even if it’s mainly without finding.

			I hunt for my pager among the ice-cream tubs I emptied on my return. No new message. My bangs have gone wild; I shampoo my hair and blow-dry it back into a civilized style. Still no bleep. I switch the hi-fi system on first, then the coffee machine, and play falsely cheery tunes on my harmonica while toasting my bread. Still no bleep. I go through the accumulated mail in my linen basket, lots of declarations of love, secrets galore, I wanted to tell you, Claire, you inspire me, Claire, thanks for showing me the way, Claire. Still no bleep.

			I don’t think Florence will contact me anymore. When I admitted to her that I’d pressed “Y”, she bombarded me with misspelt insults, and then, nothing more. I’m pretty sure she and the others have left the hostel by now. They’ll never return; because of me. A trap, they know what that means better than anyone, and me, on a whim, I answer “yes” to the nastiest virus to hit their HQ.

			With the back of my spoon, I spread unadulterated sugar on my grapefruit. The flesh squirts me when I dig into it. The more I eat, the hungrier I am.

			I suddenly think of Avril. I imagine she’s as madly busy as me since she’s working as a court clerk in an office at Instinct Admin, at the other end of town, but since we left the School for Confidants, I’ve never taken the time to drop by and see her.

			Is Goliath right? Am I really getting big-headed?

			“Get lost.”

			I push away my pager, far from my eyes, far from my heart. Too bad for Florence and the others, I’ll have to continue my research alone.

			What I haven’t managed to forget, despite all those cocktails, is that “You 86”. The inhumane treatment he suffered. I can keep telling myself that it was another time, another place, but I’m still terrified. And what does “obsession interrupted” mean? And, frankly, the Is it You? virus itself, where’s it sprung up from? I already couldn’t get used to people turning round when I passed in the street, now, since that “Y”, I feel like I’m walking with a target on my backside and I don’t know who’s behind the sights. As if my having an appointment with Modeste’s gun wasn’t enough. Did I seriously think that the very private club of the Instinct-free would turn up, from nowhere, to invite me for a drink, right under the Very-Highs’ noses?

			Yes. And I still do think it.

			I might be desperate, but whoever the hacker is behind the virus, I want to meet them. Is it You? I have the same question for them.

			I have to accept it: my strategy isn’t working. It can’t work. I was forced into the limelight, but without that, I’d still be hugging the walls. Which person without an Instinct and with any sense would flaunt themselves at society receptions, expose themselves to the crowd, engage with the media to be present at a Saint’s show? No, really, my strategy is doomed to fail, but I simply don’t know what else to do.

			I attach my personal stereo to my belt and check I have spare batteries. I’m running late, January must be waiting for me with the limousine. I can’t even remember what I’m starting with today. An interview? An inauguration? Book signing? A Mass? A ceremony?

			I’m so hungry.

			I slip on my pumps as I slam the door behind me. I’m so busy savoring a chocolate truffle that I don’t immediately notice the receptionist. He’s standing between me and the elevator, hands joined and looking contrite. I swallow my truffle in one go. Although this protector closes his eyes on the suspect parcels I get delivered to me, I just hope my breath doesn’t smell too obviously of the illicit.

			I take off my headphones to hear what he has to say to me.

			“Permission to exceed the ten words?”

			“Granted.”

			“I’m sorry, so sorry, but you can’t leave your quarters, terribly sorry, not this morning, but if you need anything at all, with all my apologies, I can get it for you.”

			“It’s just that I have an appointment.”

			“I’m awfully sorry, most awfully sorry, but they’ve all been canceled.”

			“By whom?”

			The receptionist points his finger up at the distant ceiling. The Very-Highs of the South. I don’t let my concern show. Those years of play-acting help.

			“What reason has been given?”

			“None in particular. Please be good enough to forgive me, but I’ll be sure to keep you informed as soon as I receive any new instructions.”

			“Okay.”

			He hands me the daily newspaper, still apologizing. I about-turn with a smile. Once I’m in my huge farce of an office, I fall apart.

			They know.

			Everything: my little visits to Florence and the others, our heretical searching, the top-secret files we delved into, the You tortured to death (maybe not by them, but by other Very-Highs before them) that we discovered, and even, yes, even the virus, that was them, too. And me, like a doofus, I gave myself away by pressing that wretched “Y”. 

			Are they going to send some demystifiers to see me?

			Or worse: Modeste?

			I poke my tongue into the gap between my teeth. I return to my room and stare at the newspaper the receptionist gave me. Front-page headline: 

			 

			CLAIRES AFFAIR CLAIMS 140TH VICTIM!

			MOM SPEAKS OUT!

			 

			I scan the article without really reading it. Mom . . . 

			I consider the rotary dial of the telephone. It’s a special “confidant” model, designed to cut off automatically every two minutes. It’s mainly aimed at Instincts with a long range, in case the caller’s in a neighboring apartment.

			So far, I’ve never used this phone. I refused to do so. First, because I’m convinced it’s tapped, hence my using the pager. Second, because I made a solemn promise to myself not to involve my mother in my affairs anymore, once I’d decided to break the only rule she ever imposed on me.

			I’m an adult, now. Being an adult means facing your responsibilities—alone—and accepting the consequences—alone.

			Groaning, I dial her number.

			“Hello?”

			Dalila always picks up first. Her Instinct makes her legs run to the phone before it even rings.

			“Hi.”

			“Claire! You-fi-na-lly-got-a-round-to-it!”

			Dalila’s lips run, too. If the phone is tapped, I risk nothing with her. She can’t betray a secret she knows nothing about.

			

			“I have to be quick. Can you pass me Mom?”

			“Oh, sweetheart, she’s not here.”

			“She’s in the studio? Can you go down and get her?”

			“No, no, I mean, rea-lly-not-here. Away traveling.”

			My mother? Traveling? My mother who only leaves her studio reluctantly to visit nearby conservatoires and orchestras, who’s always gone to the same supermarket, round the corner from her, to buy the same cans of food, and whose only extravagance is taking Dalila out for dinner and a movie on a Friday night? Traveling?

			“Dad.”

			I blurt it out like it’s obvious.

			“He called her the other day, from the West Sector. He asked her to come and . . . ”

			Dalila’s galloping words come to a sudden stop. Dad. I can barely remember his face. I mainly remember his horseshoe moustache. And his voice. Impossible for me to recall his words. Just his voice. And then, the absence of his voice when our family split because of the stairs and he left with Modeste. Mom never gave me his new address. The doctors give him a few months. That’s what Modeste told me before the Very-Highs turned me into their figurehead.

			I take a deep breath.

			“Is he . . . ?”

			“Not yet, no, but it’ll be soon. I’d have really, really liked to tell you before. Your mother would, too, you know, but you’re un-con-tact-a-ble. And to be honest, your mother’s been sulking since that program on your book. It was one-hell-of-a-sur-prise! I’m proud of you, dear, but I’m livid, too. And sad, very sad. There are certain things one would rather not discover from the TV. Oh, I should-n’t-bawl-you-out, not with your dad about to . . . ”

			It cuts off. The two minutes are up. I can’t face calling Dalila back.

			My eyes fall again on the daily paper. On the Claires affair. I skim through the piece again. “The mom speaks out!” This article has been needling me since earlier, but I’m too confused to grasp why.

			Right.

			I take off my pumps, put my headphones back on, and turn the music up loud. I didn’t insert any old cassette, no, I chose one in particular among the hundreds in my collection. Coco-Rudy’s song; the very one I was listening to during my depersonalization attack. I open wide one the windows in my room. It’s funny. I’ve had a phobia of stairs since I was very little, but sitting on a ledge on the 13th floor, legs dangling, toes in the wind, that’s just fine. I really wonder why. I mean, leaving aside my near-death in my childhood home. Why are steps such a problem for me? Is it the clash of the horizontal with the vertical? The very concept of the diagonal? The imbalance caused by stairs, with each step forward? (And that article, why does it disturb me so much?)

			I contemplate the sea in the distance, then the roofs of the cars down below; sunlight bounces off windshields, pedestrians combine with the hooting of horns, all those Instincts that come and go, linked together by an invisible web, each being precisely where it must be, doing exactly what it must do, in the name of the We.

			I feel really, really alone.

			And really, really stupid.

			For sure, sooner or later, they’ll send Modeste to me. Modeste who resurfaced in my life without warning, who shares my blood and wants mine to be shed, about whom I know nothing, and want to know nothing.

			It’s not to do with Modeste that I’m sitting here, on my 13th-floor windowsill. It’s not to do with Dad, it’s not to do with Mom. It’s not to do with Florence. It’s not to do with those I found whom I’ve now lost again. It’s not to do with Goliath. Oh no, certainly not to do with him. He hasn’t been back up to see me—I haven’t been back down to see him, either—since I disappointed him as much as he disappointed me.

			No, if I’m sitting at the edge of the void, it’s to do with me.

			Slowly, I lean forward. The wind gets caught in my dress, the sun dazzles me. I lean forward. I’m not light. At any moment, my weight can make me topple over and land thirteen stories further down, in the middle of the sidewalk.

			I lean forward.

			I’ve done this dozens of times, and, at every attempt, I lean forward a bit more, half-inch by half-inch. There’ll be the halfinch too far, but as long as I haven’t reached it, everything is still possible.

			I’d promised it to myself, that possibility.

			Since the slamming of brakes in the school coach at the end of the year, since I saw the We, despite not belonging to it, since I sensed all the Instincts, despite not having one, since the Saint-Monde’s attic went up in flames, I’d promised it to myself.

			I lack the manual. Or rather, I’m lacking some distance. I’m too close to myself.

			

			So I lean forward, I listen to Coco-Rudy, I recreate the same conditions and, this time, I swear I won’t flinch. I’ll lean until I trigger a new depersonalization attack. Until I return to the other side. If I really have to take Modeste’s bullet in the back of the head, then I want to look straight at the We and ask it why.

			(I know. That newspaper article: I’ve finally put my finger on what bothers me.)

			I lean forward.

			(The mom of the 140th Claire. In her account. She says something. Something that changes everything.)

			And I fall.

		
		

	
		
			MADAM X

			To keep them at bay

			A first helper opens the door for me, a second relieves me of my hat, a third leads me to a table, a fourth ties a napkin around my neck, and a fifth serves me my carrot juice. I’ve never been able to ascertain whether this diligence is down to their Instincts, or to the primordial fear My instinct inspires in them.

			Unless it’s the Instinct Administration halo on my collar.

			All my colleagues slowly turn their heads towards me, same marks as mine, clutching their own carrot juices, while I place my dark glasses on the table. Correction: my ex-colleagues. Not a stain on our suits and ties, as a matter of principle; and of image.

			I interrupted their conversations. They sigh in unison.

			“We’ve already spoken about it.”

			“Six months now, you’ve been retired.”

			“You must stop wearing that suit.”

			“We’d like to say we miss you.”

			“But then, you know very well that we don’t.”

			“You know it’s nothing personal, either.”

			“There comes a moment when one has to let go.”

			“You’ve done your time, make room for the young.”

			“This is our break from work.”

			“And here, we talk about work.”

			Not one of them asks me what brings me there. Except by order of Instinct Administration, questions are forbidden, even amongst ourselves; particularly amongst ourselves, in fact. It’s both the advantage and the inconvenience of the job. What would I answer them, anyway? I’m not that sure myself. Maybe I come to keep boredom at bay. Maybe I come to keep them at bay.

			I sip my carrot juice.

			“Old habits die hard.”

			They turn away from me and resume their chattering, as if I’d left. They can say what they want, my suit reminds them too much of what I was, of what they are today, and of what they’ll cease to be, when their turn comes.

			An Instinct never retires.

			So, I listen to them. They talk about issues being tackled or arrests to come: fraud, forgery, identity theft, and, the ultimate crime, falsification of a mark. They also talk about the Claires. About the latest victim found in a state of shock in the West-Southwest Sector. Of their inability to get a thing out of her other than, “We’ve all had it.” Of the strange account from her mother. Of their utter bafflement.

			That, I’ll admit, delights me.

			As soon as the clock on the wall of the establishment chimes, they pull off their napkins, stand with a scraping of chairs, put dark glasses and white hats back on, pay for what they’d ordered, and leave without saying goodbye to me.

			I take my time to empty my glass.

			“Did you enjoy what you ordered?”

			The waiter’s question, as he’s handing me the check, is a mere formality. He knows I’m not obliged to answer him; not with my Instinct.

			I decide to do so all the same:

			“I loathe carrot juice.”

			That, too, is the advantage and inconvenience of being a demystifier. No one can lie to me and I can’t lie to anyone.

			

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			But the fear is strongest

			I fell from the window. I should, perhaps, have specified: backwards.

			Two arms grabbed me by the waist and pulled me back onto the plush carpet of my room. I crushed January with all my weight, and that’s no mean thing. We remained for some time sprawled on the floor, tangled together like when we were fifteen; a flood of bitter-sweet memories.

			Right. If they sent me January instead of Modeste, that at least means I’ve been reprieved.

			“Wow,” I finally say. “You sure gave me a fright.”

			“Are you kidding me, Claire?”

			Under his multicolored mohawk and his piercings, January looks livid. It’s rare to see him like that.

			“I knocked. You didn’t answer. I came in, I called you. With your music blaring like that! So, you’re practicing dive bombing now, are you?”

			I almost said, “Calm down,” to him. I stopped myself before his Instinct sent him high on hormonal cocktails.

			“I was conducting an experiment.”

			“Really.”

			January sighs. He’s wearing his sticker-covered leathers and smells of poodle: he must have come from his private residence, in the adjoining neighborhood. My headphones got broken in half; inside my personal stereo, which also fell to the floor, the Coco-Rudy tape is still silently winding round.

			“The Claires affair,” I murmur.

			January blinks several times, puzzled. I just leave him there and grab the newspaper, which a draft from the open window is leafing through on the carpet. Claires affair claims 140th victim! The mom speaks out!” I read the article again, carefully this time.

			 

			“I don’t recognize my daughter anymore. Claire has always been generous with her time, her presence, her Instinct. She didn’t go to a big Sector School, just has a very small diploma, but she always got excellent grades. I was worried yesterday when she didn’t get back from work . . . she’s just started on a contract as a home carer.

			She turned up late in the evening, on the last bus. I immediately realized that she’d had an unpleasant encounter. It was like she was switched off inside. She just went to bed, without saying a thing to me, but I saw that she wasn’t closing her eyes. Ever since, she just stares at the wall. Doesn’t speak to me, barely eats, doesn’t go out anymore. She hasn’t gone back to work.

			The authorities came to ask her questions. Routine inquiry. But I knew why. I saw the connection with the Claires affair, of course I did! She told them nothing. Worse than that. She threw them a look . . . never seen a look like that from my daughter. And when the authorities left, I fell apart, shed every tear in my body, begged her to speak to me, at least to me, her mother!

			Do you know what she said to me? “It’s not important, Mom. Nothing is. I wasn’t the right Claire anyhow. We’ve all had it. We’ll end up obsessed. Or worse.”

			That’s what she said to me. Making no sense at all. Please, give me back my daughter!”

			 

			I put the newspaper down. My fingers are trembling, my mind is racing.

			Obsessed.

			It’s this word that takes me back to the penitentiary archives, to “You 86”, to that “obsession interrupted”—whatever that means. Those who are going after the Claires: they know. They know that the Yous exist.

			That I exist.

			What did Scales say to me again, about the individualists? “They can’t be found: it’s them who find us.” They’re searching for me! I don’t yet understand the how and the why, but the individualists are searching for me! 

			Because the right Claire is me.

			“Claire.”

			I look up again at January, who hasn’t stopped silently watching me, vaguely disturbed. His sweet dimple now looks sour.

			“What?”

			“Yes.”

			“Yes?

			“The other evening. You asked me if I was still scared of you. The answer is yes. I loved you and I still love you, Claire, but the fear is strongest. What we were, our first games at the bottom of the apartment block, our first kisses under Avril’s bed, our endless phone conversations, our tears when I left the North-Northeast Sector, our laughter when you joined me in the South Sector, our first and last time: I miss all that so much I could cry, but the fear is strongest. I feel shameful, and guilty, and pathetic, but the fear is strongest. Since you told me . . . I’m scared, Claire, scared of what you are, of what you represent, deep inside, I’m scared, and that fear is strongest.”

			“And is that supposed to cheer me up?”

			January shrugs. Miserably.

			“It isn’t me that’s scared, Claire. It’s the We through me.”

			He hesitates, then:

			“You shouldn’t say it anymore. Ever. To anyone.”

			To Goliath, January doesn’t add, but he thinks it with such intensity that it’s like he did.

			“Otherwise, Claire, it’s all going to end very badly.”

			“It’s already in the process of ending badly. And it’s hardly like it started very well.”

			January shrugs. Even more miserably. He has the same body as Avril, all sinews and bones. Like girl cousin, like boy cousin.

			“The advice of a friend. And here’s some more: you should put on your shoes. The Very-Highs have summoned you.”

			Didn’t last long, my reprieve.

			 

			Inside the South Sector skyscraper, like inside all those of the supercontinent, the first thirty-nine floors are dedicated to the Virtuous, and the following twenty-nine to the Angels, Archangels, and Thrones. Only after them do you reach at the Very-Highs’ abode: floors 70 to 79 for the Cherubs and 80 to 99 for our current four Seraphs. The weirdest thing is that there are still lots of unoccupied floors above, and have been for years: nineteen for the Potents (more than ten million lives saved, in other words, a Potent comes along once in a blue moon) and twenty-nine for the Messiahs (more than a hundred million lives saved, meaning, what, one every thousand years?). As for the very top floors, and there are plenty, they’re just for the Supreme, who has never seen the light of day and, in my opinion, and too bad if I’m blaspheming, isn’t about to see it. Because, come on, to save more than a billion lives you’d have to get out of bed early and on the right foot.

			Anyhow, it’s with this that I occupy my mind as the express elevator takes me and January up to the 82nd floor. I’m not a fan of the 82nd. It’s there that the Very-Highs made me a Virtuous. It’s there that they do whatever they want with everyone. My skin becomes visibly moist. With which sauce am I about to be eaten?

			

			Mushroom sauce.

			The Very-Highs of the South are in the middle of a gastronomical tasting session. Only what’s most refined on their table, only what’s healthy. With the same movement of the head, the old lady, the man, the woman, and the child turn their marks towards me. The plate-glass windows behind them are so blue with sky, you’d think you were in an aquarium. A retinue of dociles—dociles even younger than January—refills the Very-Highs’ goblets as they empty. With solarized water only.

			Modeste isn’t here, my reprieve is lengthening.

			“Permission to exceed the ten words?”

			I don’t know what annoys me most. This purely rhetorical question the Very-Highs ask me each time, or their weird habit of speaking in unison. It’s fine, we get that you’ve saved many, many lives and your relationship with the We is very, very privileged.

			Do they know that I nosed around in their files and discovered the “You 86”? Are they going to make me their “You 87”?

			With the same flick of the napkin, they dab the corners of their mouths.

			“Bravo, Claire. Our statistics are excellent. Attendance at parishes on the rise. Strengthening of the social bond. Lowering of suicides and an explosion in donations to charitable organizations.”

			I’m waiting for the “but.” It doesn’t come.

			“All that is thanks to you.”

			“Thanks to my book, rather. The one you wrote instead of me.”

			“Not solely. You have become a symbol. You open wide the path to sanctification. Our fellow citizens have regained faith in their most sacred possession. Including in the less prestigious Instincts.”

			“Lucky there are no small Instincts.”

			I really should shut my trap. January shoots me a nervous glance, but the Very-Highs ignore my comment. Ignore it rather too well. With the same gesture, they beckon over a little girl docile, freshly marked, lurking in the room’s rare shadows. She must be, what, twelve?

			“Bring it to her.”

			The docile runs up to me. She hands me a uniform jacket with golden epaulettes and buttons. And pinned on it is a “II” badge.

			“Congratulations, Angel,” the Very-Highs say.

			“Is this a joke?”

			The Very-Highs don’t smile. Ever. Not one of the four. Not even the child.

			“Oh, Claire, you know, the We doesn’t have a sense of humor.”

			This summoning, it isn’t a punishment; it’s a promotion. I finally understand why that calculator woman from the Computus accompanies me everywhere. So, why doesn’t it reassure me?

			“All I’ve done is shake hands. I haven’t saved a single life.”

			“Six hundred and sixty-two. And it’s only just started. Our fellow Very-Highs of the other Sectors all want you, too.”

			Then, again to the little girl:

			“Serve her a glass of fresh water.”

			Only the Very-Highs are allowed to use the imperative to dociles and, from what I’ve seen, they don’t hold back. I slip the uniform jacket on, over my dress, and down my water in one. I’ve understood clearly that I’m not being given the choice.

			“Which other Sectors?”

			“All of them.”

			They continue, between clicks of their forks:

			“We’ve prepared the ground thoroughly for you. Distribution of the book. Promotion. Press, television, the whole shebang. All that’s missing is you. People across the entire supercontinent want to see you, hear you, approach you. You’re going on a tour of the Sectors. And you’re going right now. Your suitcases are packed.”

			Then, not letting me get a word in edgeways, they say to January:

			“Accompany her and do as we said.”

			January leads me away against my will, and against his will. I let him do so. As long as he’s under his Instinct’s influence, resisting would leave him no choice but to resort to force, after which he’d never look me in the face again. Blessed are the docile for they shall possess the earth. I think January would prefer to possess himself.

			“Sorry,” he says, dropping my arm, as soon as we’re in the elevator.

			“Nothing you can do about it.”

			Impossible to pinpoint how I’m feeling as we descend to the ground floor. Head empty. Or perhaps too full.

			“A tour of the Sectors, then?”

			January tugs his nose piercing, he hasn’t yet put his soundproof headphones back on.

			“You’ll start with the South-East Sector, with a stop-off in the South-Southeast Sector. Our train leaves in an hour.”

			“Will it go on for long?”

			“All the Sectors. A schedule for each one. So, yes.”

			

			“You’re coming with me.”

			I’m stating more than asking. January nods.

			“I’ve already made arrangements, someone will look after my dog. The Very-Highs want . . . for you . . . you know . . . ”

			“A supervisor.”

			“A witness.”

			I shut up. After what January admitted to me earlier, in my room, I’m not sure it’s very good news for the two of us.

			The Very-Highs weren’t exaggerating. A cart loaded with suitcases awaits only me in the central hall. My handbag is there, too, with my papers, wallet, pager, harmonica, tampons, new headphones, and spare batteries for my personal stereo, inside it. Unbelievable, they packed all my belongings during my lightning visit to the 82nd floor? I spot some bra straps spilling out. Seriously embarrassing, I can forget about my private life.

			I hope they didn’t see, hidden under the dresser, the “WE WILL FIND YOU” photo album. Or the illegal food in the fridge.

			The super-saintly crowd that swarms the skyscraper day and night draws aside as I pass. Their eyes cling to me, with many ogling my new badge. I’m treated as if I’d saved the town, but no one here is taken in; basically, compared with all of them, I remain small fry. I had to switch my personal stereo back on, like a confidant would; I can’t hear what’s being whispered all around me, but I don’t miss the (ironic?) hands that wave me goodbye. News travels fast.

			A limousine is purring outside the entrance. I get to have a police escort. Not even time to make a phone call.

			To whom?

			I still don’t know how I feel. Leaving makes me increasingly visible, increasingly distant. Leaving gives me more chances of finding elsewhere what I haven’t found here, of being approached by those individualists who might be searching for me, “the right Claire.” Leaving also means being away from the few people I know. And who, themselves, don’t know me.

			Will perhaps never know me.

			“Claire!”

			Goliath’s almighty roar cut through my music the moment I sat down at the back of the limousine. He blocked the door with his prosthesis. The security guards stop him right there. They clocked his bad-boy look, but not his Virtuous badge. Like a shot, I drag him in, push January out, and slam the door. The chauffeur, gloves gripping the steering wheel, frowns in the rear-view mirror. Yes, yes, I have a train to catch, by order of the Very-Highs, I know, I know. His Instinct will only be triggered once I’ve told him my destination through the intercom. I indicate to him to wait, lower the mechanical screen between us, and switch off my personal stereo.

			This time with Goliath, between four eyes, in the almost-privacy of the darkened windows, I claim it for myself. And yet, now that we’re here, face to face, sitting on the white seats that smell too much of leather, we just stare at each other without saying a thing. Goliath is panting like an ox. He ran. He’s forever running.

			“I should’ve . . . ”

			“I hadn’t . . . ”

			We speak at the same time. If I’d been a real confidant, that mere collision of words would have felt like an electric shock. 

			“Sorry,” Goliath hastily says. “I’m going to exceed the ten words.”

			He’d tucked in his bulky mechanical arms as much as he could. My feet are crushing his. The limousine isn’t short of space, but here we are, cramped.

			“I heard about your promotion. All my congratulations. Angel, that’s high class.”

			He doesn’t mock me. I’d have preferred him to. Unlike me, Goliath always wanted to embrace the path to sanctification, and here I am, getting ahead of him.

			“As soon as I knew about your tour . . . I thought we’d still have the chance . . . plenty of chances . . . ”

			He’s searching for his words. I don’t help him.

			“I’ve just been given a new mission. Here, in the South Sector. With an Archangel. Jeez, this time I’m staying here and you’re clearing off.”

			I say nothing. Goliath clears his throat.

			“I behaved like an idiot. Who am I, hey, to reproach you for wanting to live in the spotlight. And if you believe that the We speaks personally to you, creepy murmurs or not, then I believe it, too. You saved my ass at the Saint-Monde. I trust you even more than I trust myself. But mostly, I have faith in the We. Oh, and look at this . . . ”

			Awkwardly, he pulls a pager out of his pocket.

			“I’ve got one too, now. Not easy with my fingers, but hey. This time, cross my heart and hope to die, we’ll stay in contact. Can I have your number?”

			Silently, I write it on a bit of paper and stuff it into his pocket. Goliath’s enormous voice is penetrating all of me.

			“I’ll wait, Claire. I’ll wait for you. We’ll do the investigation. We’ll those decipher those murmurs like we deciphered the previous ones. We’ll sort out all the bum notes of this world. Together. You, me, and the We.”

			He offers me his hand.

			“Partners?”

			I contemplate the fingers made of metal and cogs. Would he offer them to me if he knew that the We, his precious We, has never wanted me? My throat is tight enough to suffocate me. I can contain my eyes, it’s my nose that betrays me. I want to tell him. I’d like to want to tell him. But the fear is strongest.

			I shake his hand.

			“Partners.”

			Goliath’s face creases into an odd smile.

			“Jeez, I’m going to make you miss your train. Be seeing you, Claire.”

			And off he goes, with his hand, his slightly crooked smile, his loud voice, and I feel like my head, full and empty at the same time. Bunch of incompetents: they’ve shoved everything into this handbag, except for paper hankies.

			January settles back in front of me.

			Except it isn’t January.

			It’s Modeste.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			MODESTE

			How has she changed?

			Claire looks at me and I look at Claire. Her eyes are red, her chin is trembling, her eyebrows quivering. I can’t identify this emotion. It looks neither like fear, nor anger, nor sorrow to me. A mix of all three, perhaps?

			She smells of chocolate.

			“You haven’t forgotten anything?”

			Like every time I ask her it, she doesn’t seem to understand my question. I barely understand it myself, but it demands to be asked.

			“The Archangel Goliath is going to work for . . . it’s you.”

			Well. Claire has changed since our last tête-à-tête, in the restroom at the Conference Center, but how? I inspect her neatly combed bangs, her neatly polished nails, her uniform jacket, her flowery dress, her nylons, and her “II” badge. We definitely bear no resemblance.

			I promise:

			“I won’t tell him a thing. The absurdity you are, our blood tie, it will remain our secret.”

			“And this time, are you going to kill me?”

			Claire looks hard at me. She’s not trembling anymore. How has she changed?

			Someone taps impatiently on the darkened window on my side of the limousine. It’s January. He looks worried. He knows what my Instinct is, but still doesn’t remember who I am. I love him. I don’t hold it against him that he doesn’t recognize me. He was young; I was younger. Does his family still live in our old building? I remember his father very well. “Get up here this minute!” he would shout from upstairs, and his voice made every floor vibrate. From my play park, I’d see January reluctantly leaving his toys and silently imploring Avril and Claire, then I’d hear him charging up the stairs.

			Ah, those stairs. Our stairs, Claire’s and mine. Stairs of games, stairs of death.

			“I am going to kill you, yes,” I say, returning to Claire on the seat opposite. “But now isn’t yet the time. My Instinct, and consequently the We, has decided that it’s not the moment. The opportune moment, d’you get it?”

			Claire looks at me and I look at Claire. How has she changed?

			“Between now and killing you, I have a little theory to check. But for that, you must go away. Don’t worry, I’ll find you again. Wherever you are, here or elsewhere, I’ll always find you. And at that moment, at that opportune moment, I will kill you.”

			“So what do you want from me now?”

			I hand over her book and a pen.

			“An autograph.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Not for me.”

			She signs without taking her eyes off me. I retrieve the book. I’ll go and place it on the cafeteria woman’s grave. Anomaly or not, a final wish must be respected.

			“Have a good trip, sis.”

			Claire grabs me by the sleeve before I open the door.

			“You believe what, Modeste? That I endanger the We? That I just need to be eliminated to save everything? My existence has a meaning, I’ll prove it. And you know what? Even if it didn’t, I have the firm intention of pissing you off right to the end. So, drop the guns and stairs, Modeste. Live your life and let me live mine.”

			I look at Claire and Claire looks at me.

			She lets go of me; I get out.

			Okay. That’s how she’s changed.

			 

	
		

	
		
			MADAM X

			Better than that

			She’s lying in wait for me on my parking space. With a hoot of my horn, I ask her to move out the way so I can park. She hobbles along. The most renowned identifier of the South Sector? A real old granny. My rear-view mirror reflects my own wrinkles back at me, but my flesh quivers with the energy of a young girl. Who’s telling the truth? The face or the body? One of them has to be lying.

			I don’t have time to get out of the jalopy before the pest assails me.

			“Where were you?”

			“You have no business being at my place. We didn’t have an appointment today, to my knowledge.”

			“I’m going round in circles in my apartment. I want to know who’s the next girl.”

			“Say that a bit louder, why don’t you, so my neighbors can hear.”

			“Where were you?”

			“With my ex-colleagues. I’m gauging the temperature at Instinct Administration.”

			“So, so? What do they know?”

			“Nothing. Make no mistake, without a fuss, you and I, we did good work. As for the next girl, I don’t know yet, I’m waiting for instructions.”

			She seems barely satisfied. Still has a curler left in her hair, and I’m starting to wonder whether she isn’t going senile. It shocks me every time I remember that I’m the same age. On paper, it seemed like a good plan to work with an identifier who’s devoted to the cause.

			I hunt for my house keys. Have to open the door with a few jolts. The wood swells with the humidity, that’s living by the sea for you.

			“Alright, seeing as you’re here, come in and make us some coffee.”

			Her eyes linger on the old tiles, old wallpaper, old knickknacks, and old plastic toys scattered on the floor.

			“You have a cat?”

			“It isn’t mine. It comes and goes.”

			“I find your home charming.”

			She’s lying, and I know it, and she knows that I know it, and I know that she knows that I know. She enjoys titillating my Instinct; I enjoy it, too, annoyingly. One thing is sure, it’s not abstinence that will kill me. Even in my presence, even with my mark, even without asking a single question, there will always be someone to lie to me, deliberately or not. Lies, like Instincts, are born with humans.

			

			Meanwhile, the madwoman heads straight to my kitchen, as if in her own home.

			“Coffee’s bad for my heart. I’ll make tea.”

			I light a cigarette, and not a sanctioned light one, no, my naughty little treat, pure contraband, enough to line your lungs with tar.

			And that’s it. I’m already bored.

			Through the sitting-room window, I gaze at the neighborhood I chose to settle in after receiving my pension. Far from the Very-Highs’ skyscraper, and Instinct Administration, and all that saintliness; and from the other demystifiers. Here, away from the center of town, there’s no red concrete or flat roofs. Not even any graffiti. It’s the same little houses with the same cladding, the same tiles, the same retirees, and the same cat for everyone. My neighbors all come out at the same time carrying the same rolled beach mat under their arms and wearing the same sandals on their feet. Every Sunday, they receive the same grandchildren who play on the sidewalk with the same marbles, the same yo-yos, and the same magic sketching screens. The Instincts are also all the same here, apart from mine: repairers who turn up at each other’s houses as soon as anything breaks down, boilers, alarms, freezers, microwaves, or coffee machines. One night, my neighbor broke in through my window, with his toolbox, to get my phone working again after the cat had chewed the cable. He repaired the window afterwards.

			Hey, talking of the phone, it’s ringing.

			“Ah, at last! One has been trying to get hold of you for hours, Madam X!”

			I stub out the butt on my carpet. One. The first time one approached me was when I came of age. The second was twenty years ago. The third was at the start of this year. Normally, there shouldn’t have been a fourth time. Not only was there one, but many others followed.

			Nothing goes as planned, in a good way.

			“I’m here. I’m listening to you.”

			“One received a ‘Y’.”

			“A why?”

			“A ‘Y’. A ‘Y’ for yes.”

			“Oh.”

			“Exactly.”

			“That little virus of yours?”

			“In your Sector, Madam X. It was activated. Someone answered ‘Y’.”

			

			“Must be a mistake. Or someone messing around.”

			“The protocol remains the protocol. You must verify it, Madame X. Order from HQ.”

			“Yes, yes, give me the address.”

			“8, Virtue Street. A youth hostel, according to our data.”

			I feel an electric current run through me. It isn’t any old hostel. It’s the one the victims of the Saint-Monde were placed in. The victims saved by Claire. The Claire of the book. Still and always her.

			“I will verify,” I say.

			I hang up. I don’t think it is a mistake. And neither do I think it’s someone messing around.

			The pest shows up with two cups of tea, almost trips on the cat.

			“Who was it? Was it them? Do we know who the next girl is?”

			“Better than that,” I tell her.

			I’m not bored at all anymore. And with a bit of luck, thanks to Claire, I’ll never be bored again.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			WHO IS IT?

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Claire,

			I’ll wait for you for as long as it takes.

			M.

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			THEM

			ADMPTTTTT

			Gently does it

			You have to tap several times

			On the same key

			For a C for example

			Tap 3 times

			ABC

			You have space key below center

			And number function below right

			Try

			JERZ

			JEEZ

			Well done

			GO ON MOCK ME

			Get rid of caps

			Key bottom left

			OK

			This thing still painin ass

			Right

			U got to southsoutheast sector OK. Jez

			How dyou do punctation

			Key bottom center

			I’ll teach you apostrophes etc later

			Yes got here OK

			Hadn’t taken train for ages

			All feels long and far

			Fields fields fields

			Then suddenly back to asphalt and concrete

			U type v fast

			Just arrived at hotel

			It’s huge

			Ancient

			Like a very old cake

			1 road to cross

			And my feet are in the sea

			High tide now

			Whole beach disappeared under water

			Otherwise same as South Sector

			They’re all alike

			

			Np

			No

			Wen with antibuse squad

			Staid 1 month in southeast secter

			Had time 2 look round

			Go 2 far end of coast

			Up2 cliffs

			And must take off hedfones

			You’re intriguing me

			Oh got to go do signings

			Then a meeting in library

			OK partner

			 

			*

			Goliath

			I went there

			Just before leaving on train

			It was really something

			There’s that split in cliff

			Sea rushing in at high tide

			I took off headphones

			But even with them I’d have heard

			What a din!

			Made me think of a prehistoric creature

			Long before men

			Long before the We

			And listening to it

			Did me so much good

			January said it sounded like flushing WC

			Thanks partner

			 

			Oh can I have your parents’ address?

			I bought a postcard for them

			 

			*

			254

			888

			64177777

			Get rid of number function

			Bottom right

			

			Yr card made parents v happy

			Too happy

			Visted them sunday

			All they talkd bout

			Told again Im v ungraflu

			ungrateful 

			My pleasure

			Saw U on TV

			Gon gow gong

			Going up somestairs

			Tonsof peple round U

			Talkd bout anincident

			But didntsay what

			Everythin OK

			?

			Yes yes

			All’s well

			Just a fan that’s too much a fan

			She jumped security barrier

			And snatched my headphones

			But she didn’t hurt me

			Sometimes happens

			I’m well protected

			Not by me

			U goin back 2 signin soon?

			No way

			Cos right now

			It’s just 4 A.M.

			Jeez

			Shit

			Sory

			Forgot time difrance

			Don’t worry wasn’t asleep

			O

			Oh

			Why not

			I’m insomniac

			Didn’t know

			Bet you’re a sound sleeper 

			The sleep of the just

			

			Youd be surpriiised

			Blastd keybord

			Your new missions

			Going well?

			Not allowd 2 talk about em

			Like 2 but cant

			Dont take personaly partner

			Goliath

			If there’s one thing I can understand

			It’s that

			Gotta go

			I ll let U sleep

			Or not

			Ha ha

			 

			*

			By theway

			That wewillfindyou murmr

			Seen any mo?

			More?

			No

			Not since start of tour

			OK

			 

			*

			U wont beleve this

			Last nite after mision

			Found almost V-Hi in corridor

			Rite outside my rom

			Room

			An almost Very-High?

			A Throne

			Dont kno wat she doin on my floor

			Wearin monky hed slippers

			U know, giant 1s

			4 kids

			She seemd v lost

			I askd her whats up

			She kept repeting same thing

			Well

			

			Instinct kept repeting

			What was she saying?

			Bridge at interchange of hiways 48 & 26

			Thats wat she kpt repeting

			That’s pretty specific!

			What did you do?

			Took her to elvater

			Im not hi enuf 2 go 2 her floor

			But still wentup with her

			She reely was v lost

			And it was v late

			She goes into her rm 

			No goodnite or nothin

			I go back down

			Wanted 2 go 2 bed

			But still botherd

			So went 2reception

			And told em what Throne sayin

			Thing bout hiways

			They said wd check

			And this mornin

			Hear on news

			Bridge was about2 collaps

			Closed hiway just in time

			Jeez

			That easi for inspired lot

			Just 1 sentence

			Loadsa lives saved

			I never told U bout my brother

			You have a brother!

			I had a brother

			Oh

			Will tell U bout it

			Another time

			Sure

			 

			*

			Still no murmur?

			Still none no

			OK

			

			 

			*

			So I’m leaving the East Sector

			We’re going north now

			My wrist’s sore from so much signing

			My cheeks from so much smiling

			I think you must be sleeping right now

			Hope my bleeps won’t disturb you

			There’s almost no one on this train

			Except January and a few protectors

			And the calculator woman from Computus

			Very-Highs of the East’s decision.

			Things got a bit out of hand

			On my last evening there

			People wanted me to lay hands on them

			To touch them bless them

			Heal them

			Save them

			But as I didn’t touch them fast enough

			They started to touch me instead

			Had to call a halt on it all

			I feel

			I don’t know

			Well, yes, I do know

			I feel like I’m a bad joke

			The train is going through a kind of jungle

			Right now

			It’s going slow

			Because of the animals

			They often cross the tracks here

			I glimpsed some monkeys through the window

			Thought of your Throne in those slippers

			And I laughed

			Then I realized they were looking at me too

			From the trees

			With big black and bright eyes

			And that’s when

			Goliath

			I felt something very powerful

			Monkeys don’t have Instincts

			

			They have instincts but not those from the We

			And yet

			In their eyes Goliath

			I’ll pay more attention now

			To animals’ eyes

			And you?

			Have you ever looked an animal in the eye?

			 

			*

			I wrote and deleted mylast message several times

			Irealize

			That I often feel

			V conflicting things whenreading U

			Yes

			Not always v niceones

			Nice ones

			Yes

			Part of me wld like 2 be inyour position

			Yes

			Or then its in mine that I dont want 2 be

			My position

			Jeez

			I shouldnt say that

			Not 2 you

			You can tell me everything

			Its thanks 2 U I became a Virtuous

			Ive had a shit day

			TheArchangel is

			So very

			And outcome always same

			Always

			Not sure Im good enough 

			For the We

			Which is blasphmy

			Everyone is goodenough for the We

			You mustnt save any of this

			You can tell me all that you can tell me

			Forget it

			Actually 

			I lookd a cat in the street

			

			Straight in the eye

			To try to undrstand

			Yr thing aboutthe monkeys

			It spat in my face that bastrd

			Ha ha ha

			 

			*

			You 2 can tell me all that you can tell me

			And if youre a bad joke

			Im a good tragedy

			 

			*

			Still no murmurs?

			Still none

			I get the feeling it’s over

			Or that it’s not following me

			OK

			 

			*

			Goliath

			Yes

			Nothing

			Just wanted to read you

			Makes me feel like I’m hearing your voice

			Whats going on?

			Oh not much

			Or perhaps too much going on

			West Sector is very intense

			Very-Highs here send me everywhere

			To every bookstore

			Every library

			Every day

			Yes I saw that on TV

			Youre all everyones talking about

			I meet lots and lots and lots of people

			But it’s like I’m meeting nobody

			Last month

			I didn’t tell you

			But I made the most of North Sector tour

			To make a quick visit to my former home

			

			In the North-Northeast Sector

			My mother wasn’t there

			But Dalila was

			Dalila’s my second mom

			I stayed with her in that old apartment

			Talking about everything and nothing

			Mostly nothing

			I thought again about what you told me the other day

			What?

			That Throne with the monkey slippers

			Wow thats ages ago already!

			She’d have saved no one without you

			You should have got half the points

			Computus didn’t think so

			Neither did I in fact

			What I did

			Wasn’t particularly heroic

			Goliath

			The Very-Highs aren’t irreproachable

			Neither is the We

			I will pretend you never wrote that

			Lets talk about something else

			 

			*

			My brother

			He was an inspired too

			He died

			The goddam flu

			Just like that from one day to the next

			He was 11 years old

			He could have become a Very-High

			The best of us

			Of the We

			He wasn’t able to become anything at all

			He was someone

			Congrats on your tally

			At this rate

			Its U who will end up a Very-High 

			Partner

			 

			

			*

			He died

			Who?

			Who died?

			Coco-Rudy

			Ah

			Dont scare me like that

			Yes

			They talked about it on TV news

			Im not that into music

			But him

			His Instinct was really something

			Voice that got right inside you

			Died of throat cancer

			At our age

			The We may not have a sense of humor

			But it looks remarkably like cynicism

			Stop

			Don’t start on that again

			PLEASE

			You were saying to me that

			I could tell you all that I can tell you

			Yeah well that

			U can’t say

			It’s blasphemy

			Honestly Goliath

			Fuck that

			???

			 

			*

			Coco-Rudy had the same Instinct

			As my father

			Ah

			OK

			Where does your father live?

			In NNE Sector with your mother?

			He doesn’t live

			Or doesn’t live anymore

			I don’t know

			My mother is with him I think

			

			I don’t know where either

			Ohshitsosorry

			So sorry

			Claire

			 

			*

			Dyou want us to talk on the phone?

			I don’t know

			I very keen to

			And I’m very scared

			Scared of what?

			I have to go

			Off you go

			Mustnt keep your readers waiting

			 

			*

			Jeez

			Those pics on TV

			Make the flesh creep

			I thought youd end up trampled by crowd!

			I did too

			Ha ha

			Tomorrow I leave for Central-Southwest Sector

			Tackling last part of my tour

			Tomorrow I lunch with my parents

			Each to their own fate

			Goliath

			Yes

			I’m scared

			Scared that

			Scared that what?

			Nothing

			Forget it

			Wish me luck

			Partner

			Good luck

			Partner

		
			

		
		


		
			GOLIATH

			Work calls

			“Son, we must talk.”

			A Sunday lunch that starts with those words, grace barely said, when I’ve yet to swallow my first mouthful of ratatouille, almost makes you want to jump out the window. Considering that I’m currently on the penultimate floor of my parents’ public-housing building, I stay put on my chair.

			“Um. Okay?”

			My mother and father exchange a look across the kitchen table. The mere fact that they’re not bellowing at each other gives me stomach cramps. I sense that this chat isn’t going to be light and fluffy.

			It’s my mother who cracks first:

			“Your father, you know, he . . . he’s not so fit.”

			Oh jeez, no. No, no, no, not again. We’re just a really small family now. Any smaller wouldn’t be acceptable.

			My mother continues:

			“The garage from Monday to Saturday, morning ’til night, it’s becoming a lot for him. For both of us. So, we were saying the other day, y’know, that you’d be a good boy if you came to help a bit now and then. . .”

			I can breathe again. The oxygen is circulating, it’s stinging my eyes. My fingers release the fork that bent under the mechanical pressure. I’m relieved, at first; the anger follows shortly after.

			“No way, you deserve a clout, the two of you! I thought Dad was about to . . . jeez, all that to try the old blackmail on me again! It’s the Instinct of protecting I’ve got, not repairing. D’you know many Virtuous who change the oil? I work for Instinct Administration now! Get that into your heads once and for all!”

			Like a shot, it all kicks off. Fists banging on the table and shouting that’s louder than the TV. A typical Sunday, then. I wolf down the rest of my ratatouille while getting a proper earful.

			“You do not speak to your mother like that, for a start!”

			“It’s your own good we’re thinking of, us two!”

			“Go ahead and reproach us for loving you, hey!”

			“Have you seen the state of your face, that you’ve brought home to us?”

			“If that’s what your path to sanctification looks like, no thank you!”

			“And stop that bleeping! There’s no bleeping on Sunday!”

			Hey, it’s true. My pager is bleeping. I hope it’s Claire, and fear, too, but hope even more. It’s been like this the whole time for months.

			I leave the table, making my parents shout even louder. And isolate myself in a corner of the sitting room, between the cow-head coat rack and the psychedelic lamp, where they pin up all the postcards Claire’s been sending them since the start of her tour.

			I extricate the pager from my pocket.

			Meet old harbor now

			Damn, it isn’t Claire.

			“Come and have your dessert!” my father yells.

			I look at my brother stuck on the shelf, stuck in his photo, stuck at eleven years old, and I feel even more stuck than him. I see my face superimposed on his on the glass of the frame. I still haven’t had my last stitches removed and already I’m about to get roughed up again. I’m paid for that. Very well-paid, even.

			Another bleep:

			Old harbor now

			I grab my bomber jacket and discreetly slip a wad of banknotes under the potpourri in the hall. They did really get me, with their garage story. I know perfectly well it was just an excuse to keep me safe with them, but even if they do drive me insane, I don’t want them breaking their bones under those car hoods.

			They turn up at the door to the apartment before I open it.

			“No way, you’re leaving already?”

			“For you, it’s Monday to Saturday. For me, it’s Sunday, too.”

			“But what is it, this job, anyhow?”

			“I’m not allowed to talk about it and you know that.”

			“And that, there, any chance you’re allowed to talk about it? 

			Sloppy. My mother saw the gun in the lining of my jacket. The interrogation’s not over yet.

			“Since when have the Virtuous needed that?”

			“It’s shameful to give that to a kid of your age!”

			“And have you at least got a license for that?”

			“You’d tell us, hey, if you were in any trouble?”

			The pager nags on:

			Now=right now

			“That isn’t mine,” I sigh. “I’m keeping it for someone at Instinct Administration. In any case, my Instinct prevents me from using it. Right, I’m off.”

			I slap a kiss on both foreheads. They sulk. Sometimes, I’d like them to be proud of me without asking a million questions.

			

			“Couldn’t you have just written a book, like that confidant of yours? She travels at the Very-Highs’ expense and doesn’t get beaten up every week.”

			“For a start, she’s not my confidant, she doesn’t belong to me. And then . . . and then dammit, hey, enough. Oh, one last thing,” I add on the landing. “Any news from Flo?”

			“Not for ages, no. As ungrateful as you.”

			My parents say that, but I know that if Flo turns up at theirs again, they’ll raid the fridge, lend her their bathroom, wash her clothes, get out clean sheets, and let her sleep on the sofa-bed for as long as she likes. That’s not what’s worrying me; it’s not knowing where she is. I know that before, she hung out at 8, Virtue Street, the youth hostel, with our ex-untraceables. She wasn’t there every time I went there. But then, neither were the ex-untraceables. I came across Flo again just once, here, outside this building, looking wary behind her dirty braids, about to press on my parents’ entry phone, but the moment she saw me, she ran away. I shouted and she kept running. I ran and she kept running. Jeez. After all we went through, her and me, in the attic of the Saint-Monde, that seriously got me down. Maybe Flo doesn’t like me, after all.

			Another bleep:

			I will kill soon

			Right, outta here. Work calls.

			 

		
		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			What was that?

			“Can we???” The young couple show me the question written in marker—not indelible, I hope—on an arm. I accept. They stick their cheeks onto mine, squeezing my headphones against my ears, while one of them presses the button. Flash! The instant camera prints the film on which our faces will soon appear. And now they’re miming with gestures I know off by heart. You’d like a signature? Of course, where? On your train ticket? Here we go. Claire. I’ve written it so many times, that name, it’s become detached from me.

			The couple return to their seats, jiggling with joy. The other passengers fight the overwhelming urge to turn and look at me, to approach me themselves, to stick their cheeks onto mine. Their eyes! There’s a glow in them, indefinable, uncomfortable, even; a glow I see in more and more eyes.

			What is it?

			The train’s vibrations niggle my back. I observe the secondclass passengers. With my thumb, I lower the volume of my personal stereo. I listen to conversations I’m not supposed to hear. They’re talking only about me, the little confidant who started off so low, has risen so high, and is honoring them with her very saintly presence. Archangel, if you please! The calculator woman from Computus pinned my new badge on me yesterday, between connecting trains. I’ve lost count of the lives saved and the Sectors visited.

			But back to the second-class passengers. There must be at least one among them who is pretending, surely? Someone who doesn’t take anything I represent seriously. So, where are they?

			I don’t understand.

			For months now I’ve been showing myself across the entire supercontinent, waving in front of the cameras, shouting my name to the world. Nothing. Claires disappear, then reappear, afflicted with acute pessimism, contaminated with nihilistic statements, but me, the most obvious of them all, I’m royally snubbed. Too obvious, perhaps? Too saintly? Unthinkable? They can’t be found: it’s them who find us. What on earth do I have to do to attract the attention of those individualists? Wear a sign around my neck: “I am the You you’re looking for, take me away, please”?

			No, I don’t understand. They know my name, but it’s like they don’t know all the rest: it makes no sense.

			Whoa.

			

			Over there, at the end of the carriage, a guy in a hood isn’t behaving like the other passengers. He’s the only one here avoiding my eyes. Perhaps he senses them on him, because he suddenly leaves his seat and opens the folding door to leave the carriage. I follow him without a second thought. People cross themselves as I pass, trail their fingers over me. I ignore them.

			I find the guy between luggage compartments. On the floor. Trying to access the next carriage, he tripped on a badly stored suitcase.

			I remove my headphones.

			“Can I help you?”

			The guy turns to me, hood thrown back. He bears the maker’s mark, but his eyes continue to avoid mine.

			“Are you going to denounce me?”

			Well, that’s a suspect question. Behind my calm appearance, I’m in turmoil. I lean over him:

			“It’s for you to tell me what I could denounce.”

			“Promise, next stop, I’ll get off. I know it’s a sin, but I don’t have the money, you understand? Don’t denounce me, they’ll slap 111 hours of community work on me. Have pity, Archangel, 111 hours of forcing my Instinct and making me assemble wheelchairs non-stop.”

			I’m disappointed. What the hell, is that it? Is that all this poor boy feels guilty about? I offer him my hand to help him up, then a banknote so he can buy himself a ticket next time. He kisses the hem of my skirt.

			“Thanks, Archangel, thanks, thanks, tha . . . ”

			A hand grabs him by the collar and sends him sprawling against the suitcases. I look up at the protector, tall as the train’s ceiling is high, who has just intervened.

			“She is not to be touched.”

			The guy in the hoodie dives into the next carriage, stammering “sorry” and “pity,” again and again.

			I sigh.

			“That wasn’t necessary.”

			The protector sighs, too.

			“Second class? Really, Claire? You mustn’t hang around here.”

			Old habits die hard. Much as I’ve promised myself not to compare, I can’t help it, whenever I hear this protector’s voice, I think of a tuba. He has an epithesis instead of a nose, lost—goodness knows how—saving one of the lives that earned him his Virtuous badge. His mark, altered by the amputation, has been redrawn on his prosthesis, as if an electronic circuit had been restored.

			He’s never told me his name; I’ve never asked, either.

			“Every week, another Claire is assaulted somewhere.”

			He pauses, diligently respecting the ten-word quota, before continuing:

			“We still don’t know why. [Pause] Perhaps it has nothing to do with you. [Pause.] Perhaps it has. [Pause.] You must never isolate yourself. [Pause.] I’ll take you back now, put your headphones on. [Pause.] Don’t remove them in your escort’s absence.”

			I’m exasperated. We walk through all the carriages to return to the front of the train. No one dares to approach me now, not with such a gorilla at my heels, but again I notice that strangely persistent glow in everyone’s eyes. It isn’t admiration—well, not only. What is it? I can’t lower the volume of my music while I’m being closely watched. The moment we pass the ticket inspector, I see the lips of the protector moving. Bastard. I’m sure he’s just shopped the stowaway.

			We move from second into first class; already, the whiff of blocked toilets, dirty diapers, and garlicky cheese fades away. Businessmen and -women leaf through the newspaper and incline their heads at the sight of me. In their eyes, too, that glow appears. But what is it?

			Someone slips me a check as I go by, for a staggering sum.

			We continue like this until the saintly class. Back to the carpeted corridors, embroidered cushions, crystal stoppers, and contemporary paintings. Here, the haloed logo adorns everything, down to the silver teaspoons. The protector has closed the door and posted himself in front of it, arms crossed, less to prevent undesirables from entering than me from leaving again. This wasn’t my first escape, but I can hardly see myself revealing to him that the criminals he wants to save me from are the very ones I’m trying to lure.

			Sitting at a table, the calculator woman from Computus is silently writing notes. She barely looks up from her ledger when I hand her the check given to me. Systematically, she puts it into her portable cashbox, adds a new line to the column of charitable donations, and, prompted by her Instinct, with calculations that are beyond me, attributes forty-three extra lives to me.

			And all that for a slip of paper I merely passed on.

			I envy January, sound asleep, curled up on a sofa twice his size. His mohawk has flattened on the pillow. A yawn stretches all his piercings when I brush against him, but he doesn’t wake up. I don’t know how he can sleep with all this jolting; I’ve concealed the shadows under my eyes with foundation.

			No way am I shutting myself up in my cabin again, can’t take any more satin. I head to the dining car, attached to our carriage; it has been reserved entirely for me for the journey. At least here I know I won’t be watched. The barwoman, alone at her post, smiles at me. Helper mark, sub-category civility. In her eyes, too: that glow.

			I order pancakes from her. It’s either that, or screaming with frustration. It isn’t in this gilded cage that I’ll meet my individualists . . . 

			I sit at a table and check my pager. No surprise, still no message from Florence. Goliath’s silence worries me more. Today, like every Sunday, he’s having lunch with his parents. Usually, he bombards me with messages saying “SOS”. Has something cropped up? A new mission? What is Modeste making him do? What is Modeste saying to him? What is Goliath not telling me? Yes, yes, I know, it’s the pot calling the kettle black, but really, imagining them together, day after day, week after week, it drags me endlessly back to the bottom of those stairs; I’d sometimes like to have a different childhood memory to gnaw.

			I’ll wait for you.

			Since setting off on tour, I’ve kept turning over this promise Goliath made me in the limousine. It gets to me every time. And intrigues me, too. Is he waiting for me, myself, or is he waiting for someone I will never be? Our pager exchanges make me think of a musical score (once a habit, always a habit) in which the left-hand stave and right-hand stave can’t seem to be in sync.

			I type out and delete the only true message I’ve been dying to send him from the start, then stuff the pager into my pocket. Goliath isn’t ready and neither am I.

			I’m hungry.

			I wolf down four pancakes while studying the rail-network map that serves as my placemat. My finger retraces the geographical spiral of the tour. From the South Sector to the Southeast Sector to the East Sector to the Northeast Sector to the North Sector to the Northwest Sector to the West Sector to the Southwest Sector to the Central-South Sector to the Central-East Sector to the Central-North Sector to the Central-West Sector, and, between each of them, a dizzying succession of intermediary Sectors.

			And soon, after a penultimate appearance in the CentralSouthwest Sector, it’ll be the grand finale in the Central Sector, at the very heart of the supercontinent.

			

			I’ve met more people over a few months than in an entire lifetime. People who greet me, cross themselves, get me to sign, thank me, sob and smile all at once, their cheek pressed to mine, for the souvenir photo. Far too many cheeks.

			Far too many Instincts, above all.

			I jump. The barwoman has come up to me with a broad smile. I switch off the music from my personal stereo.

			“Yes?”

			“Permission to exceed the ten words?”

			“Um. Granted.”

			She sits opposite me, pushes my tray to one side and, still smiling, clasps my hands in hers.

			“I have searched for you all my life, Claire.”

			At that, I’m speechless. I haven’t even finished chewing my fifth pancake. The barwoman’s hands clutch mine and still that brilliance in the eyes. My pulse goes crazy. What if it was . . . What if finally . . . 

			“When I read your book, I knew that I had found you. You are a miracle. My miracle. I’ve followed every leg of your tour of the Sectors on the news, I’ve not missed a single one of your interviews. And I must confess something to you. I find you more fascinating than your book. I’ve seen you, Claire, and the more I see you, the more I find myself in you. I’m nothing for you, but that doesn’t matter, does it? Because you, you’re everything for me. For my Instinct.”

			I’m disillusioned yet again. And no, wrong again, she’s neither an individualist, nor—and I really did believe it—another You. I’d rather we just leave it at that, but the barwoman won’t let me get a word in edgeways.

			“You are essential to me, Claire. You save me, at this very moment, just by being here, in this train, before me. You do realize, don’t you, what you mean to people like me? To Instincts like mine?”

			As long as she’s talking, I must pretend, as ever pretend, to listen to her in spite of everything, myself included, without interrupting her, like the real confidant that I’m not. And what’s most painful, apart from her vise-like fingers, is that I want to listen to her, and even more to believe her, while she rambles on:

			“I love you, Claire. I love who you are, beyond the cameras. I was telling you I missed none of your interviews, but let’s be honest, your answers are of no more interest than the questions all these people ask you. No, no, what matters is what you’re doing at this very moment. You’re hearing. You’re hearing me.”

			

			Her fingernails dig into my skin. Escaping from them would be as good as betraying myself. Damn, I should never have granted her permission. A confidant listens for as long, and as intently, as there’s something to listen to, whatever happens, whatever is done to him or her, and my goodness, how gabby she is . . . 

			“I provide beverages. Since I was old enough to turn on a tap, my Instinct has pushed me to quench all thirsts. What a marvelous Instinct, isn’t it? That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it? It’s what I thought myself. A human can’t live three days without water. An Instinct like mine, it’s the oasis in the desert. How many lives have I contributed to saving, even just a tiny little bit, one drop at a time, in my own way? I should be wearing the same badge as yours, shouldn’t I? Sleep in skyscrapers, dine with the Very-Highs, shouldn’t I? No, Claire, no. Me, I spend my days in trains. Me, I serve teas to these ladies and gents. Me, no one knows, or will ever know, who I am. But it doesn’t matter, does it? Because you, Claire, you, now, you know it.”

			Tears well up in my eyes. Nothing emotional. It’s this woman’s fingernails that are digging so deep, they’re drawing blood, as if her hands wanted to disappear under my skin.

			“Would you like something to drink, Claire? I sense you’re thirsty. Me too, I’m thirsty, Claire, so thirsty.”

			If she doesn’t shut up very soon, I won’t be able to hold out. I’ll do what no confidant would ever do. I’ll send her worse than packing. The train enters a tunnel, plunging the dining car into darkness. Through the juddering noise, the barwoman’s voice becomes a whisper. No, it becomes a murmur. A murmur that comes from deep inside her:

			“We. Will find. You.”

			The train exits the tunnel. The return of the light makes the barwoman blink. She lets go of me.

			“It wasn’t me.”

			The glow in her eyes has disappeared.

			“It wasn’t me,” she repeats.

			She stands up, somewhat distressed, then affects professional courtesy.

			“I’ll bring you a first-aid kit. For your wounds. It wasn’t me.”

			She goes, leaving me alone with my bleeding hands and, in the window, my utterly stunned reflection.

			What was that?

			 

			 

		

	
		
			MADAM X

			We knew it

			“Over here. Hello-o! No way, to top it all, you’re deaf!”

			I click my fingers to attract her attention. She just stands in the middle of the first-class corridor, unsure. Distraught, even. I already found her hardly perky at the start of this adventure, but she’s aged dramatically. Before she goes into the wrong compartment, I drag her by force into ours. I shouldn’t be rough with her in front of potential witnesses. Identifiers are the more sacred for being rare, but we’re supposed to be traveling discreetly and she’s not really helping me. It’s hard enough going unnoticed with that Instinct of hers making her name any Instincts she encounters for the first time.

			“You left for the restroom half an hour ago. You sure got lost on the way.”

			I slam the compartment door and lower the corridor-side blinds. She blinks several times, mouth agape. She’s only gone and forgotten her dentures.

			“I hope you didn’t go and drink from the faucet. I told you the water on the train is undrinkable. I’ve been busy fastening your suitcase, we’ll be arriving soon.”

			I make her sit on her berth, in the quivery light from the window. Unbelievable. Her face has kind of wrinkled all at once, with new lines on top of old. I’ve never seen such a thing. Her mark has become distorted along with the skin.

			She seems to be in a state of shock, which shocks me, too. Usually, we’re the ones who have that effect.

			“You missed Claire,” I tell her. “I saw her walk by, through our compartment window, she’d escaped from sacred class. I’d have taken my chance, but that protector was escorting her, you now, the very tall one, the noseless one.”

			For months now, we’ve been following her, that young madam, from one visit to the next, from signing sessions to public ceremonies, looking out for the opportune moment. The Very-Highs have put up such a fortress around her . . . When I think how she was strutting about in second class almost alone, I could slap myself.

			Suddenly, I understand:

			“You saw her, too?”

			Rule No. 1 for a demystifier: I mustn’t ask any question, either in public or private, not without a mandate, never. But at my age, never becomes a long time.

			

			“You saw Claire, is that it? You saw her close up?”

			I grab the identifier by the shoulders; the contact with her bones turns my stomach, feels like I’m shaking a skeleton. She can’t have lost this much weight in just thirty minutes.

			“Tell me you managed to get near her. Tell me she was finally within your range. Tell me what your Instinct said. Tell me that she’s the real one, the right one, and that I was right.”

			She stares, wide-eyed, but it’s impossible to catch her eye. Maybe I should feel bad about dragging her along at her age—and at mine—on this personal crusade, but hey, I can’t lie even to myself. I don’t regret it one bit. While the others carry on tracking down all those Claires indiscriminately (and, let’s be honest, injudiciously,) I threw all my efforts, and my savings, at this one. I bet everything on my very own Claire.

			“Come on, out with it!”

			She finally comes round, in slow motion, one syllable at a time:

			“Since I could talk, I’ve identified hundreds of thousands of people. I marked several with my own hand. With my Instinct’s hand. I conducted the initiation ceremony for countless children, and then for the children of their children.”

			Now she’s got going, I daren’t interrupt her. I sit on my own berth, facing hers. My suitcase is also fastened, with my demystifier’s suit neatly folded inside.

			“I was in the restroom,” she continues, her voice hoarse. “About to come out. I heard her, I cracked open the door, I recognized her. She was talking to a fare-dodger, I believe. The protector arrived, intervened with force. I remained hidden. Stayed behind the door. Close as possible. Held my hand over my mouth. My Instinct spoke. ‘Maker,’ I said first. ‘Protector,’ I said next. And then . . . then . . . ”

			“Then?”

			“Then, nothing. For Claire, I said nothing. Even when she passed right outside my door, I could have touched her through the gap, I heard her headphones crackling with music, yes, even then, I said nothing.”

			“I knew it!”

			Which doesn’t stop me from being galvanized by this confirmation. Ha, I was right, after all, to drag this old pest along with me.

			I light a cigarette to celebrate.

			“We’re on to the next stage. Every minute counts now. If we don’t collar her very fast, she’s heading for a danger worse than us.”

			

			The identifier’s hand clamps my wrist, the cigarette falls. Her fingers chill me despite the defective fan having turned our compartment into an oven.

			“She should not exist.”

			“Come on, don’t play the old memory-lapse card now. You can’t have forgotten why we’re doing all this. And what we said to all those Claires? That great truth we confronted them all with? You haven’t forgotten that, hey?”

			“You don’t understand. She should not exist.”

			She looks right through me, her brows beyond knitted.

			“My Instinct has always sensed the Instincts of others. Even when it doesn’t name them, it senses them and I sense them with it. I thought it was a scourge, having such an Instinct. It connects me, in spite of myself, against my will, to all those around me, and I can’t bear people anymore, their stupidity, their dumb marks, that loathsome interdependence. I can’t bear the We anymore. But what I experienced, over there, in that restroom, it was even more unbearable. Like searching for air and finding none to breathe in, absolutely none, not even like drowning, no, no, worse than that, nothing but a void that turns your lungs inside out.”

			“Calm down.”

			“How? I’ll never be calm again. I can’t be. I can’t accept that. Accept her.”

			“But we knew it!” I exclaim, impatiently. “We knew it and were going ahead knowing it! Get a grip, old girl, we must stick to the plan. The obsession will start, if it’s not already too late. All that frenzy around her, it feels like the first signs. Claire is in danger. And we must deliver her alive. That’s our mission; so, d’you remember now?”

			She goes quiet. Seems to be thinking. Stands up. Leaves the compartment. I should probably follow her, make her see reason, the only valid reason, but I’m exhausted, and yes, maybe a bit shaken, too. Is she more fragile than I thought? And yet we’d been really well-briefed.

			A noise. More than that: a racket. All the pages of my crosswords, bought from the station kiosk, fly across the compartment. What the hell’s this draft?

			I dive into the corridor. Surely she hasn’t . . . 

			She has.

			She has pulled the emergency lever and opened the door while the train is still moving. The wind buffets her flowery dress, shakes her yellowed petticoats, wrecks her perm.

			I scream at her:

			“We knew it!”

			She shrugs her shoulders. And she jumps.

	
		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			It was just fish

			Here I am, at the old harbor.

			The taxi driver, propelled by his Instinct, crossed the town like a comet; my parents’ ratatouille keeps toing and froing in my esophagus. I cut through the fish market. I’m roasting under my jacket and the smell makes me feel sick. It’s Sunday, it’s sunny, it’s hot, it’s crowded. And that doesn’t help me. Lots of people means lots of witnesses.

			For now, apart from a few traders grumbling about a late delivery of fish, nothing to report.

			I’m looking for Modeste. The old harbor, hey? What a precise meeting place. I go past the fountain were all the local lovebirds, entwined around the edge, toes in water, come to smooch. I get out my pager. No new message. The mini-keyboard is still an ordeal with my prostheses, but I’ve improved thanks to Claire.

			Where are you?

			No reply.

			Okay, okay, okay. I head towards the quays. If I had a broader Instinctive range, I’d sense it from afar, this life that’s in danger. I move along the fishing boats, all moored, meticulously cleaned with fresh water. They’ll only head out to sea at nightfall. Old as the We, the Instinct of fishermen. Every night, since the dawn of time, they know where, when, how, and never come home empty-handed.

			There’s a jangling sound from the sails’ halyards and the mooring springs. The boats are singing. Could turn me into a poet, hey, if I weren’t here to get my face smashed in. I look seaward, sails are white triangles against a blue backdrop. I look landward: the harbor is buzzing with traders, buyers, families, the We. Not a cloud, not a wave.

			Where is it, this new anomaly? 

			I go back along the harbor wall as far as the red-and-whitestriped lighthouse. There’s less of a crowd and more wind here. The air rasps my ears, the salt pricks my nose.

			Found him.

			Right at the end of the wall, right at the edge of the water, away from prying eyes. On blocks of concrete. Modeste is holding a man’s head under the water. Like a shot, I run. But mostly, I jump, from one block to another, and try not to take a dive.

			“Stop!” I yell.

			As if that would halt an Instinct in action. Mine awakens as soon as I get within range of the danger. All my veins swell up at once. I push Modeste away with one arm, fish the man out with the other. He has swallowed more than a mouthful, which he spits back out, whimpering. He bears the mark of fishermen. Inside me, my Instinct roars: protect.

			“No offense,” Modeste says.

			I receive a blow to the trachea that winds me, and another to the testicles that bends me double. The blows that follow are for the fisherman, and cost him his teeth.

			“You should get a move on, teammate,” Modeste advises me, while his fist reduces a human to pulp. “I’m going to end up killing him.”

			I can’t breathe anymore, am in pain down below, but the Instinct takes over. My nerves activate the circuits of my prostheses. I lock Modeste into a steel cage. I don’t want to hurt him, but the back of his head smashes into my jaw and my sneakers slip on algae. I don’t let go. Each time, I’m staggered by his strength—the We’s strength—and yet Modeste is half my size.

			Meanwhile, the fisherman crawls away, spluttering blood. He looks so . . . normal.

			“Okay,” I mutter. “No offense, either.”

			With my foot, I kick Modeste’s heels, just enough to make him lose his balance. I twist his arm behind his back, and flatten him, belly down, on the ground. We’re at the very edge of the water. A wave, bigger than the rest, slaps our faces and almost sweeps us away.

			“Are you okay, sir?” I ask.

			The fisherman looks at me, baffled, clutching his broken teeth and dripping with blood and seawater.

			“But why . . . why . . . ”

			“Here’s the short version,” I interrupt him. “Your Instinct went awry. Tell us what happened, then beat it, as far and as a fast as you can.”

			The fisherman stares, wide-eyed. As is usual, he has no idea what I’m on about, would’ve been too easy. Modeste is struggling enough to remove the bolts from my arm.

			And that’s when I notice them.

			Dead fish floating on the water, bellies slashed open. There are loads of them. Far too many. Thrown back into the sea after being eviscerated. Some are still in the net the fisherman dragged here from the quay. Modest interrupted him in the middle of ditching them.

			The late delivery those traders were moaning about: this is it.

			“They were imperfect!” the fisherman sobs. “Unworthy of being sold. Of being eaten by the We. I had to rid us of them!”

			I’m certainly no zoologist, but I can clearly see that the fish in the net, right there, are all perfectly healthy. A hell of a waste.

			But from that to . . . 

			The second I spend assessing the situation is the second too many. With a jerk of his back, Modeste frees himself, plunges his hand under my jacket and brings out the gun that I was supposed to keep out of access. The silencer makes the sound of a bottle being uncorked. The bullet blows up the man’s face. His body falls into the sea.

			Joins the dead fish.

			Modeste rolls up his sleeves and grabs the stiff by the collar. Not to pull it out of the water; to read the matriculation number on its fishing overalls.

			“Come, Virtuous. Since we couldn’t question him, we’ll question his boat.”

			Hold on. Virtuous is busy ditching his ratatouille into the sea. My poor parents, when for once they’d cooked me something almost legal.

			Modeste looks fixedly at me. His wet hair is plastered onto his forehead. Although emotions don’t exactly leap off his face, I detect a kind of vague surprise on it.

			“You vomit every time.”

			I pull the fisherman out of the sea. His head is pulped, there’s nothing left of his mark; nothing left of him. An anonymous anomaly.

			“Instinct Administration will take charge of cleaning up the scene,” Modeste says. “You should know that by now.”

			“Yeah, well, sorry, but I’m not leaving him like that.”

			The truth is, I’m not too sure what to do with him either, once he’s stretched out on the concrete of the sea wall. Killed at point-blank range, just like that: not even any eyes left to close.

			Modeste contemplates his work coldly.

			“They’re accelerating.”

			“What are?”

			“The derailments. The anomalies. The more I kill, the more there are.”

			“And if you stopped killing them?”

			This time, it’s me Modeste contemplates coldly.

			“Is that supposed to be funny? I’m not very good with humor.”

			“No, I’m serious.”

			“Ah. Shame.”

			

			Here we go again. I’m exasperated. Archangels are beyond sacred, I shouldn’t be feeling this. It’s blasphemy.

			“And you?” I ask. “Doesn’t it freak you out a bit? Have you never thought that the next derailment, it might be you?”

			“No.”

			Modeste returns his gun to me and then, with a handkerchief plucked from his pocket and carefully unfolded, he wipes my mouth. His hands are so slender . . . I don’t like it, his handkerchief, his hands, his cleanliness. Only makes me feel dirtier.

			I put the gun away under my jacket, which I swiftly zip up to the neck, and too bad if I die of heat.

			“I should have emptied the magazine before.”

			“No,” Modeste retorts. “I asked you to leave my weapon in working order. You, teammate, you should have prevented me from using it and protected the anomaly until the Very-Highs could question him.”

			“Yes, well, I’d have needed reinforcements.”

			“The fewer participants, the fewer leaks. But it doesn’t matter, you’ve made good progress, you very nearly overpowered me this time. And anyhow, the anomaly would have died sooner or later. Having been able to kill him with my own hands prolongs my life expectancy. For that, I thank you. Come.”

			And so, I come.

			We get back to the lighthouse and from there, head towards the quays of the old harbor. It’s unreal. No one knows what’s just happened. The strollers stroll, the traders trade, the sailors sail. A man has been executed, but all’s well. Despite myself, I take a quick look back there. From the sea wall promenade, one can see practically nothing. Barely a shadow, half on the concrete, half in the sea. All the same, I hope kids won’t go over there to play until the clean-up’s been done.

			How can the sun shine so brightly today?

			Modeste disappears for a moment into a phone booth on the quay. A call to the Very-Highs of the South.

			“Right. They’ve been informed. Follow me, Virtuous.”

			I’d like Modeste to quit calling me that, and people to stop crossing themselves and kissing their fingertips as we pass. Our badges—especially Modeste’s—cause a bit of a stir wherever we go. But me, no, I’m not Modeste, whose tally of lives goes up with every anomaly eliminated. Me, I’m a protector who doesn’t protect enough, who saves no one. Stuck at eleven lives.

			

			My pocket bleeps. This time it has to be Claire. I don’t want to see her message, not now, not while I feel dirty.

			Modeste indicates an old tub along the quay. It has the same matriculation number as the fisherman’s overalls. The gangway is all slimy from the fishing net he dragged to the other end of the sea wall.

			The boat itself is tiny. A loner, our fisherman. Buckets, rods, lines, ropes, there’s not much to see. Modeste calmly takes his time examining everything. The wheelhouse is too narrow for me. The life buoy makes me feel very uncomfortable; for all the use it was.

			“It was just fish. Fish that were already dead.”

			My voice has thickened. Or it’s my throat that’s narrowed.

			“I’ve seen you killing lots of people. People whose Instincts suddenly put the lives of other people in danger. In this case, I don’t understand.”

			“‘You don’t need to know why’.”

			Modeste quotes the eighth Instinct Principle to me while leafing through a newspaper he found in the wheelhouse. My fists clench, the metal grates.

			“Okay. So, what exactly are we doing here? It’s answers we’re looking for, isn’t it?”

			Modeste’s eyes look up from the newspaper and settle on me, steady as an owl’s. I almost expect his head to rotate. Wind and sun have swiftly dried his hair, now back in its upsidedown-bowl shape. I try not to linger on the prematurely white hairs on his head; too much of a reminder that his life depends on the death of others. It’s easier for me to use my Instinct day to day, mine doesn’t need much to be satisfied: catching someone who’s slipping on wet tiles, preventing a tongue from getting burnt on food that’s too hot, nothing necessarily glorious.

			“I already have an answer,” Modeste says.

			“To what?”

			“The answer to the question being asked, Virtuous, I already know it. Let’s call it a firm conviction. What I seek is confirmation.”

			“And what is it, your firm conviction?”

			Modeste hesitates. Well, no, I don’t think Modeste is capable of hesitation. It’s more that his reactions are delayed. Slowly, his hand removes one page from the newspaper. At first, I think he’s showing me the headline about Coco-Rudy, carried off by his cancer in some obscure Central Sector hospital, and I try not to have another instant attack of hypochondria. And then I see it. On the paper, wavy from the dampness on board, a photo of Claire and her book taken during her recent visit to the Central-Northwest Sector.

			 

			THE RISE OF A CONFIDANT

			IS THE SKY THE LIMIT FOR HER?

			 

			Jeez. It’s one thing getting Claire’s bleeps, quite another seeing her face in close-up. And what’s more, her tally of lives, highlighted in a fancy frame. Eight thousand five hundred and nine. She’s already an Archangel! My parents are right, the gap between us just keeps getting bigger.

			“Okay, the fisherman read the newspaper. So what? I don’t see the connection.”

			“Of course you don’t,” Modeste says. “Not for now. You will see it soon.”

			I look up at the sky, far too blue, and can’t get those dead fish out of my head.

			“And the manager of the Saint-Monde? If he’d survived the fire in his café, couldn’t that have healed his Instinct? Is there really no other possible outcome?”

			Modeste calmly puts the newspaper back where it was.

			“Anomalies never heal. That’s how it is.”

			My pocket bleeps again. Claire, again. Don’t need to check the screen, I know it’s her. Modeste knows it, too. There’s some kind of strange connection between those two, but I’ve never dared ask what it is.

			“You can reply to your partner,” Modeste tells me. “But don’t forget.”

			“Yeah, yeah, I know, divulging info prohibited, confidentiality clause, official secret, etc.”

			With three little jumps, Modeste is back on the quay.

			“The mission is completed for today.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’m off to the Computus to update my tally.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’ll page you next time my Instinct wants to kill someone.”

			“Okay.”

			Modeste studies me from the quayside. Steady again: on his legs, in his gaze. Well, well, might he be trying to figure me out?

			“I can’t share my points with you. Teammate or not. You don’t eliminate anomalies.”

			I shrug as if I didn’t care, and maybe I really don’t care. I already don’t sleep easy anymore, since Modeste has been killing people in front of me, despite me, so if I gained my lives by giving him a helping hand . . . And anyhow, who has been saved today? Would someone somewhere really have died of hunger without that fisherman’s fish?

			“Enjoy your Sunday, Virtuous. The sun’s shining, make the most of it.”

			“Okay.”

			I wait for Modeste’s silhouette to merge into those of the strollers along the quay, become smaller, and disappear. I slump onto a wicker basket, which gives under my weight. The gun under my jacket makes me even heavier. For a long while, I remain dazed, gazing at the life buoy attached to the side of the boat.

			And I blubber.

			Third bleep in the pocket. Later, Claire, later, now’s really not the time to start knocking the We to me, with your words, your doubts, and I’m thinking about my brother on my parents’ shelf, I so wish he were here, and could explain to me, he who, with his Instinct, knew everything before everyone else, what’s messing up the We like this. It wasn’t this way before, was it? When I was little, everything seemed perfectly splendid to me.

			I wipe my nose with my hand. My own metal grazes my skin without wiping anything at all. I must leave this old tub. Instinct Admin will be here any moment to collect the body we abandoned on its block of concrete, over there, at the other end of the wall, and I don’t want to be around, don’t want any of their questions to which I have no answer, not even the shadow of a firm conviction.

			Get away. Fast. But first.

			I unhook the life buoy and throw it overboard. I feel ridiculous, but never mind, it’s the only tribute I can pay the fisherman.

			I freeze.

			On the ring, some letters. I hadn’t really noticed them before, presumed it was the boat’s name, but now I look carefully, it’s quite different. The letters have been painted on. They glisten in the sun, dance on the sea.

			Horrify me.

			WE WILL FIND HER

			

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			Where?

			I’ve just seen your messages

			I was busy

			So you’re in CSW Sector?

			We’ve just arrived

			Crazy late

			Train held up for hours

			A person on the tracks we were told

			So a weirdly weird journey

			Something else happened

			I’ll tell you but not now

			I’m not alone

			OK

			And you?

			Are your parents well?

			V annoying

			So v well

			I’ll send them a pretty card

			Are you still at theirs?

			No

			Had to leave earlier

			On a mission

			Yup

			Top secret

			And all that

			If you’d rather talk about the weather

			Here it’s raining raining raining

			You’d go rusty

			Claire

			Yes

			Something happened here too

			At the end of the mission

			But

			 

			And that’s it. Goliath adds nothing more. I’m left alone with what he didn’t tell me, and with January, who’s elbow keeps nudging mine. I look up from my pager for the first time since we were made to get off the train, my load of luggage and me. I look at what January is looking at, from under his frown: a deserted platform. Not only ours. Everywhere, tracks but no travelers.

			Right in the middle of rush hour?

			Even our train left with the rest of the passengers. I daresay the Central-Southwest station may not be the supercontinent’s busiest, but all the same. My escort of protectors forms an absurd barrier around me. I can’t hear a thing with my music at top-volume, neither the rain that’s blurring the glass roof of the station, nor the clicking of the information panels. Delayed arrivals, canceled departures: what’s going on here? January has kept his headphones on; discreetly, he urges me not to switch off my personal stereo.

			A delegation arrives on the escalator. A representative of the local Instinct Administration exchanges a few words with my calculator woman, then shakes my hand, and I think to myself that he has the manners of a harpsichord, and then that I really must ditch that habit. I’m given countless gifts that I don’t get time to unwrap, and that join those with which my suitcases are already overflowing. There are also a few journalists, a camerawoman, her lens pointed at me, lots of Virtuous, and a whole load of umbrella carriers. But still no people, local people, everyday people.

			When I’m handed a Post-it, I expect the inevitable: “Permission to exceed the ten words?”

			Instead of which it’s: “Permission to unplug your headphones?”

			With almost surgical precision, I’m connected to a mini-TV that is then placed in my hands. It’s not that light. A blast of white noise feels like having sauerkraut stuffed into my ears.

			And amid all this hissing, almost inaudibly, a voice:

			“Welcome, Claire.”

			On the little screen, in black and white, the stuttering image of a very elderly couple slumped on a sofa. I have to look close up to distinguish their marks, those of the inspired, and the “V” badge pinned to their palm-tree shirts. Cherubs. They’re the Very-Highs of the Central Sector. According to my schedule, I was supposed to meet them tomorrow for the grand finale of my tour, but they’re ahead of the game. 

			“We have followed your pilgrimage with great interest. All those lives saved thanks to your example.”

			Only the woman speaks to me, through an eddy of wrinkles. The man links his fingers on his stomach, eyes half-closed. An inexpressive expression.

			“Since reading your book, people are discovering that they have a soul, maybe not a heroic one, but a charitable one. Substantially charitable. Your saintly influence is starting to extend even to the philanthropic work of the Central Sector. Your arrival here is long-awaited.”

			Well, well, here, at least, are two Cherubs who aren’t hiding that they see me as a money-spinner. I don’t have a mic to shout “Banco!” back at them.

			With sweeping gestures, the delegation invites me to follow them. January doesn’t stop frowning, but his dimple encourages me. Our suitcases are taken from us. Convertibles await us in front of the station. I feel like a right idiot, must admit, with my TV under my arm. I get a car all to myself; I’ve been separated from January, who’s been put in another car with the calculator woman from Computus. The protectors jump onto motorbikes.

			We set off without a word or a Post-it note. Charming.

			The journalists have commandeered the car that’s leading the way, and the camera is turned towards me. I’m not sure what they’re filming, in fact; it’s not as if I were greeting jubilant crowds. The streets of the Central-Southwest Sector are as deserted as the station’s platforms were. I scan the empty balconies of the red buildings. Where is everyone? Only the façades groan with graffiti; illegible layers of old murmurs. And above this blight, my blown-up face on publicity posters.

			The sky can’t decide between sun and rain. It drizzles, it dazzles, it drizzles again. My carrier keeps opening and closing the umbrella above my head. At this rate, maybe best not to travel in a convertible.

			I look up at the statue of Coco-Rudy in the middle of a roundabout. It’s monumental, but I’m mainly impressed by the many bouquets of flowers laid as his feet. The flock weeps for its idol, and then I turn up, in the middle of the mourning, with a book that’s as much of a lie as I am.

			A turning later, our convoy moves along a river so dark and dense, it appears black. There are no barges on the water, no cars on the bridges, no strollers on the banks. Where on earth is everyone?

			Behind the windows of the town.

			Hundreds of silhouettes pressed against glass to see me. I move a strand of hair caught in the corner of my mouth. At such a distance, I stand no chance of being abducted by a group of individualists.

			“You seem disconcerted.”

			The voice in my headphones makes me jump. I lift the mini-TV, which I’d placed on the seat and is now wet, onto my knees. On their sofa, the old Cherubs stare at me with glassy eyes. They’re still there, those two? And more to the point, how can they see me?

			Ah. The camera in the car at the front.

			“We have made a few adjustments for your last visit before the Central Sector,” the woman says. “Out of consideration for your Instinct. We know there were a few outbursts during your tour. We wanted to protect you from all that fine enthusiasm: the town center is all yours until the dinner. You will be able to visit like a tourist, ears uncovered, without worrying about having to listen to anyone at all.”

			I’m flabbergasted. Surely they haven’t canceled trains and confined everyone to their homes just for me?

			“Likewise,” the Cherub continues, unperturbed, “those people who will have the privilege of meeting you will be carefully selected. All proceedings will be by prior arrangement.”

			Terrific. These Very-Highs are going to make my fans pay. A check for a signature. Another for a photo. And the worst of it is, I already know that people will open their wallets as easily as they open their eyes at their windows. Coco-Rudy has left a big hole in their hearts.

			I’m not just a money-spinner. I’m a substitute.

			“We have added a few laying-on-of-hands events to your schedule. It’s all the rage, the locals lov . . . ”

			The connection goes, probably a reception issue. I’m relieved, I’ve heard enough. I wave apologetically at the windows nearby, at those folks shut away in their homes to allow me the luxury of taking my headphones off in the middle of the street.

			I soon put my hand down. They don’t bat an eye, don’t cheer me, don’t smile. They say and do nothing, but even from a distance, despite the rain, the glow in their eyes strikes me. It burns, like the eyes of the barwoman on the train, and then, in the mist on a window, I can just make out some words written with a finger.

			 

			WE WILL FIND YOU

			 

			And there was I, thinking that the murmurs of the South Sector hadn’t followed me . . . But if the We really is looking for me, why doesn’t it find me now? Why’s it always in the future tense? Unless it’s not me specifically? Unless it’s all the Yous? How many? How many Yous? Where? Where are they? Where are you all? I’ve come face to face with a good part of the planet’s population: so why can’t I find you? Why am I not found by you?

			

			I stop searching the windows. To my left, on the seat of the convertible, the umbrella carrier, with one arm stretched above me, points at my pocket. Was I bleeped?

			I was bleeped.

			Twenty-two times.

			 

			I saw

			A thing

			Too many things

			But that thing

			Jeez

			I believe

			You’re right

			Everything’s weird

			And I think

			Jeez

			The We might want something

			Or maybe someone

			Or maybe nothing

			Maybe it’s just people 

			Who spoil everything

			Who spoil We

			But

			Watch out Claire

			If ever

			Bleep me

			God-awful feeling

			About you

			

			 

		

	
		
			MODESTE

			Simpler, but less . . . 

			I love old people. I love the scuff of their slippers on the linoleum, their flesh slumped on chairs, their bulging and gaping eyes, all those skeletons that seize up when, pushed by their Instincts, rushed in their slowness, they try one last time, just one, while the body still allows, to pick up a dirty tissue that’s fallen on the floor, or to cut the slice of bread on their neighbor’s plate. They remind us who we are: an ephemeral eternity. I shake every arthritic hand that reaches out to me in the corridors of the nursing home. I love them and I bless them.

			“You’re not very focused,” I say.

			I turn back to Goliath, who bumps into me. He blinks several times.

			“I’m not a fan of old folks’ homes. All these wrinklies about to hit the bucket. My Instinct isn’t really sure what to do.”

			His sleeves are stretched by his prostheses, his collar already stained yellow from sweat. He’s stuffed his shirt into his trousers, tightened his tie around his neck. It’s 82 degrees indoors with the fans on. I’m in T-shirt and shorts. I always wear what’s most comfortable for me and for my Instinct. I don’t understand why he’s made himself wear that suit today.

			He told me I wouldn’t understand. Which doesn’t stop me from wondering where he’s hidden my lovey.

			“You weren’t obliged to come with me. I won’t kill anyone here. I’m merely following procedure.”

			“Yeah,” Goliath mutters. “With all due respect, that’s exactly why I have to be here.”

			That I don’t understand, either.

			“It’s this way, Archangel.”

			The nurse who’s guided us through the home shows me a door in the middle of a corridor. She’s young, but her skin and shoulders sag, as if the age of the residents had settled on them.

			“Sorry to take advantage of your kindness,” she whispers, bowing to me. Before you . . . might you . . . well . . . bless me, too?”

			“What is your specific Instinct?”

			Generally, I don’t ask that question, since it’s not relevant. This nurse bears the mark of the healers, nothing else needs to be known; there are only High Instincts, fourth Instinct Principle. But her hesitancy intrigues me.

			“I . . . I clean the bodies, Archangel.”

			

			“That’s a beautiful and good thing.”

			The lowered eyes look up. A little.

			“There’s plenty to do here.”

			“There’s plenty to do everywhere.”

			More hesitation, then:

			“Bless me, please. The more I clean, the more unclean my thoughts.”

			Hesitation again, then:

			“The truth is that . . . cleaning bodies . . . those bodies . . . at the time, I can see a profound meaning to it. It all seems sublime. But once the Instinct has been satisfied, forgive my blasphemy . . . it’s just that I’m left with nothing. Nothing but disgust.”

			Oh, is that all? And so, I bless her.

			“Your thoughts are of no importance. The Instinct is all that matters, because it is the will of the We.”

			“Thank you, Archangel. I feel lighter.”

			Well, well. This nurse’s body doesn’t seem in tune with her words. It’s sagged even more, while she knocks on the door to say we’re here. She opens it for us but doesn’t enter.

			“We’ve given him a sedative. Your visit will be a great comfort to him.”

			Behind me, Goliath sniffs. He often does, since I’ve known him. A very light sound from the nose that corresponds to no physical necessity. That I don’t understand, either.

			The room is cramped. A bed, a cupboard, and, close to the window that looks out onto the carpark, a table. An old boy in a dressing gown is busy writing; his hand clenches his fountain pen. He doesn’t look right up at Goliath and me, stops at our badges, before returning to his sheet of paper. He doesn’t suggest that we take a seat. He doesn’t ask me to bless him. I love him.

			“It’s me who killed your son,” I tell him.

			Goliath’s sniffing becomes more pronounced. Why? The old boy’s fountain pen stops for one second, then one more, before continuing its race across the paper.

			“I was told you were coming. I’m changing my will. Do you have a child, Archangel? Too young, no doubt.”

			“I have a father.”

			This old boy resembles him, without the moustache, with more years. I touch my tummy. It’s my tattoo—“Pater”—that I’m trying to reach on the other side of the T-shirt. I haven’t called Dad once since I left the West Sector for the South Sector. Never crossed my mind. The last time I saw him, he was singing in his chemotherapy chair.

			“What had my son done?” the old boy asks. “Apart from throwing his fish back into the water.”

			He bears the same mark as his son, also a fisherman. His writing is energetic for an old man who’s downed a sedative. Goliath can’t keep still, either. Since entering, he’s remained stuck to the door of the room, but his leather shoes are squeaking; they seem to be as uncomfortable as his tie.

			The Very-Highs of the South didn’t authorize me to speak of the anomalies. I follow procedure and stick to the standard response given to families, when there is one:

			“The We decided to call him back to the We. Instinct Administration will ensure that you receive compensation. Fill this in.”

			I hand him the form and about-turn, but the old boy’s voice detains me. His fountain pen has finally gone quiet.

			“We used to fish together. My son and I. An Instinct isn’t passed on in the blood, and yet with us, that’s what happened. At sea, always together. Until my body could no longer follow my Instinct. My son placed me here. He’d come and get me once a week so I could catch a fish or two. Use my Instinct a minimum, delay the inevitable. Without him, I won’t live long. But then, that’s not very important.”

			I love this old boy, but his words have the same effect on me as his room. A strange cramped feeling. In any case, I have no reason to linger here. I’ve completed the procedure.

			“The Very-Highs will ensure that someone takes you fishing. Good day to you.”

			Goliath’s shoes aren’t squeaking anymore; they’re screaming. Is he diving on me? No. He’s diving on the old boy. He grabs him by his dressing gown, stops him in action, mechanical arm versus scrawny arm, and asks him to lower the fountain pen, brandished like a dagger, that was about to be plunged between my shoulder blades. Apart from Goliath’s shoes, not a sound, not a cry.

			The old boy’s eyes don’t leave me.

			“Widower. Orphan. Why isn’t there a name for the parent who loses a child? Why, Archangel? What does it make me? What am I for the We?”

			I say nothing. The procedure doesn’t provide a response in the case of attempted murder and it’s the first time it has happened to me.

			The eyes don’t let me go.

			

			“I knew my son as well as his Instinct. Neither one nor the other would have thrown the fish back in the water. Never. So your compensation, you can wipe your ass with it.”

			I go quiet. He goes quiet, too. Goliath sits him back in his chair as gently as he can.

			“Sorry, sir. Sorry. All our condolences. Sorry.”

			The old boy’s not listening to him. He has dropped his fountain pen and is staring at his will with a distraught expression.

			“We’re going.”

			I don’t know to whom Goliath is saying that, but it’s me he drags out of the room. He’s not walking anymore; he runs from corridor to corridor, avoids wheelchairs, weaves between walking frames. If he’s looking for the exit, he’s going in the wrong direction. He opts for the vegetable garden reserved for the external workshops. Only there does he release my wrist and collapse onto a bench. There’s no one here but us; the old folks mustn’t go out when it’s at its hottest. The sun is blazing, the grass scorched.

			“Jeez, jeez, jeez.”

			Goliath tries to undo his tie. His false fingers don’t help. I loosen it for him, but he’s breathing harder and harder, faster and faster.

			“Can’t breathe anymore.”

			“Of course you can. Or you wouldn’t be speaking.”

			His shirt button gets lost in the grass when he yanks open his collar. He sticks his head between his knees, gasps for breath and drips with sweat.

			I go off to get him some water from the nearest dispenser. I hold his cup for him while he drinks.

			“Better?”

			His breathing slows down.

			“Better.”

			“It’s because of the heat?”

			“It’s because of the death.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You never understand anything. The son of that poor guy is shot dead and you . . . jeez! There’s a way of saying things, all the same! Being an Archangel doesn’t excuse you from showing respect.”

			I take a long look at Goliath, his flat forehead, his vigorous jaws, the broken bridge of his nose. He’s speaking even more loudly than usual. Oh. This is a dressing-down? First time that’s happening to me, too. Dad never criticized me in the slightest; not even when I pushed Claire down the stairs.

			“Your suit, is that what it was for? Respect?”

			“A bit, yeah.”

			“Ah.”

			I stare at my skinny, hairy legs sticking out from my shorts. That old boy could have done me in. Not with the first stab, no, but without Goliath—who chose to be there, who anticipated what would happen—, he’d have ended up doing me in. I went through intensive training to kill, not to defend myself.

			“I am your twelfth life.”

			“Keep it, thanks all the same. If the saving of your life is declared to Computus, it’ll cause problems for the old man. Keeping our mouths shut, that’s the least we owe him.”

			I sit beside Goliath on the bench, like on the day I recruited him. That was three months and three weeks ago, and he still intrigues me as much. He sits leaning forward, head down, elbows on thighs. His knees are shaking. Even here, in the vegetable garden, there’s an end-of-life smell coming from the nursing home.

			“Why the death?” I ask.

			“What?”

			“Your gasping. You said it was because of the death.”

			“A place like this, it’s manna to my hypochondria.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Basically, I always feel doomed. A virus. Cancer. A stroke. The lot, all the time.”

			“Is that why you were sniffing?”

			“What? No, that’s disapproval.”

			The sun’s warming my hair. Goliath shaves his so short that beads of sweat form a magma on his skull. Since I can’t see his face, I stare at the nape of his neck: it’s twice as wide as mine. He’s so young under all his muscles . . . much younger than my former teammate. They have the same Instinct but totally different temperaments, meaning that, for me, it’s a new puzzle to put together each time, piece by piece. It was simpler before, back when I worked solo.

			Simpler, but less . . . less what?

			“Illness, old age, and death affect only you,” I say. “Not the We. There’s no need for either fear or regrets.”

			“Well, you sure know all the comforting words.”

			Goliath turns his face towards me, and drops of sweat roll down his mark. His expression is replaced by a different expression, but I can’t identify either of them.

			“And you find it amusing, to boot.”

			Oh, yes, I’m smiling. I wasn’t aware of it.

			“I read your file. The day the Very-Highs of the South made you my new teammate.”

			“And?”

			“And you had a big brother.”

			“Yup.”

			“An inspired one.”

			“Yup.”

			“Died at eleven. Shortly before receiving his mark.”

			“Yup.”

			“Do you have memories of him?”

			My question surprises Goliath. It surprises me, too.

			“Well, yeah, a few.”

			He swallows, inspects the bottom of his empty cup, and adds:

			“Increasingly often, in fact. Forgotten things that come back to me. Sometimes, I don’t even know anymore if they’re real memories. Why?”

			“To try to understand, I suppose. To understand you.”

			“You have a big brother, too.”

			Goliath watches me. It isn’t a question, more a statement, and, yes, maybe I do find it disconcerting, being such an easy puzzle for him.

			“A big sister.”

			“Alive?”

			“Rather too much.”

			Goliath sniffs. Again.

			“How do you manage?”

			“How do I manage what?”

			“To accept everything. Even the unacceptable.”

			I shrug my shoulders.

			“There’s nothing to refuse. The choice doesn’t exist. Only the We decides.”

			“Then why? Why are the Instincts going awry? Why all these anomalies? And don’t just trot out the eighth Instinct Principle again. Me, I have to know in order to accept.”

			I survey the vegetable garden. Mainly the tomatoes, shaded a little from the sun with netting. Those from the South taste amazing, even with my approach. I view food as a mere formality to keep oneself alive; cocoa excepted, of course.

			

			“The We is an organism. With its pathologies. And with its antibodies.”

			“Okay. So why’s it getting worse? And why did you show me Claire in the newspaper when I asked you that question? Why involve her in all this?”

			“It’s she who involves herself. She should have stayed in her place. If she actually has one.”

			Like my smile, the answer came to me without my realizing it. I never normally speak of Claire, to anyone. Not even the Very-Highs.

			Goliath’s eyebrows go up, up, up, then suddenly fall. As muscular as the rest of him.

			“What you’ve just said. It makes no fucking sense and it’s disgusting. And I swear to you, your badge, all that, I don’t give a fuck. If you go after Claire, I’ll make it my personal business.”

			“Archangel?”

			The nurse beckons me from the glass door of the terrace.

			“There’s a call for you.”

			I leave Goliath on the bench. I get the feeling I’m leaving something else there. My mouth isn’t smiling anymore. The nurse shoos away the old folks already flocking around me, and hands me the receiver.

			“Modeste?”

			That’s not the voice of a Very-High. A woman’s voice. A voice that knows where I am and what I’m called. A voice unheard for nearly twelve years.

			“It’s Mom. I’m in the South Sector. We need to talk.”

			Okay. Dad has died.

			I look at the sky through the glass door, the air hazy from the heat above the home’s roofs, the umbrella pines that scatter their needles over the vegetable garden, and, still sitting on his bench, Goliath.

			Dad lived well. The We gives and the We takes back. As I was saying, as I was taught, there’s no need for either fear or regrets. There. So: what’s making me tremble like this? 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			The last pocket

			“Huh?”

			The twelve gentle hands of dociles get me out of bed. They silently untangle my silk sheets, help me to get up, slip a dressing gown on me and some toweling slippers, serve me tea, plunge me into a bath, shampoo me, wash me and dry me, dab rose water on me, dress me, do my makeup, my manicure, and then, before I know it, they’re gone.

			It’s only once I’m alone that I wake up properly. I barely recognize myself in the mirror, the dociles have given me the look of a pop star. Where I am I, again? Oh yes. The Central Sector. The Very-Highs’ skyscraper—69th floor. Coco-Rudy’s old bedroom.

			I look at the egg-shaped chairs, the sofa in the form of lips, the leopard-print walls, the lemon-yellow leathers, the fuchsia cushions, and the potted palms. It’s quite something to discover his apartment, to move around his furniture, even if I’d have preferred to do so while he was alive. And simultaneously, like whenever I think of his music, his voice, I’m plunged back into that coach, I remember my depersonalization attack, that moment when I contemplated the We, although today, I’m more invisible to it than ever.

			But that’s okay. Even much better than okay.

			The vinyl-record clock above the bed tells me I slept three hours, altogether. We arrived in the Central Sector during the night and I’m already expected at the other end of town.

			I go for the wrong door five times—dressing room, jacuzzi, bathroom, sports room, and music room—before finding the door to the sitting room.

			January is standing in front of the TV. One channel is showing random people being interviewed while standing in an endless line outside the Computus of some Sector or other.

			“Are you here for Claire?” the journalist asks, holding his mic out to some fellow clasping my book to his heart.

			“I’m here for her, yes.”

			“Might I ask you why?”

			

			“I’ve come to declare that, word of honor, I’ve been saved by her.”

			“Might I ask you how?”

			“I was going seriously downhill. I was dabbling in a whole load of illegal substances. I came very close to doing myself in. Then I saw Claire on TV and it changed everything. She showed me a different path.”

			“And you?” the journalist asks a lady in a wheelchair. “Are you here for Claire, too?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Would you care to tell us why?”

			“I can even show you.”

			The lady lifts the bottom of her blouse for the camera, revealing a substantial dressing.

			“I received a transplant from my brother.”

			“Is your brother the gentleman who’s with you here?”

			The camera swivels to the smiling face of a man who is also in a wheelchair.

			“I merely donated a paltry little kidney. It’s not me who’s the hero in this story. It’s Claire. I knew that my sister would die if I didn’t make my mind up, but I was scared. I didn’t want to have an operation. I was selfish and terrified. Until I met Claire. She was passing through our Sector, there were tons of people around her! I didn’t get what all the fuss was about, I came to see out of curiosity. And that’s when our eyes met. She didn’t speak to me, but her eyes told me everything. It was a lightbulb moment. That very evening, I was at the hospital for the transplant.”

			As the camera is turning towards a young mum holding a baby, I rush over to switch the TV off. I won’t let anything spoil my good mood.

			“Brings bad luck,” January says to me. “Living in a dead person’s home.”

			Warily, his eyes scan Coco-Rudy’s fluorescent furniture.

			I pluck a bunch of grapes from the fruit basket and then press my nose to a window. It doesn’t open. Shame, the height is spectacular. Perched at the edge of that particular void, in the home of Coco-Rudy himself, I’m sure I could finally trigger another depersonalization attack. It rains all the time in the Central Sector. My eyes fall from the clouds to the roofs to the façades to the lampposts to the bridges and, plop, into the river.

			“What if it were the opposite?” I ask. “What if it brought good luck?”

			January’s dimple barely twitches. This tour is more of a trial for him than for me. He’s been wearing the same clothes for days, and their multicolored patterns merge into those in the apartment. He didn’t get the gentle-handed treatment of the dociles here; because he’s a docile himself?

			I notice his portable videotex on a table.

			“Did you write a good report?”

			“As usual.”

			I don’t read January’s reports to the Very-Highs. He describes the smooth running of the tour, my every move, what I say in public: nothing that I don’t already know. No, I relish the simple fact of having this apartment all to ourselves, without protectors or journalists on our tail.

			“You seem in a good mood,” January says.

			“I dreamt of pockets.”

			“Of pockets?”

			“Of pockets. I was looking for my key. My key to what, that I can’t remember now. I searched in all of my pockets. And was losing hope. I found my key in the last one.”

			“That’s not a dream. That’s a proverb.”

			“It isn’t a proverb. It’s a sign.”

			While talking of pockets, the one in my jacket bleeps. I unhook the jacket from the pink, furry coat rack.

			Hi partner

			I saw on the news

			Your triumphant arrival

			In the Central Sector

			Red carpet the works

			But

			What happened on the train

			The other day

			You never told me in the end

			Oh yes. The incident with the barwoman in the dining car. I’ve not spoken about it to anyone, not even January, whom I can feel watching me now, like a tickle in the corner of my eye.

			I turn my back on him, while my thumbs tap:

			Later

			OK

			When your tour is over

			

			Are you coming straight home?

			Coming home? The expression is absurd. Coming home, my dear Goliath, that implies belonging somewhere. Where is my home, in fact? And with whom?

			My thumbs become mischievous:

			Might you be missing me?

			I’m waiting for you

			Goliath’s answer is mind-blowing! I’m not too sure anymore what to write or what to think. Modeste is waiting for me, too, gun at the ready. I put the pager into my handbag, between the postcards I bought at the station. I’ve wolfed down all the grapes and two bananas. I haven’t eaten my fill, but hey, I never have.

			“The Sectors aren’t pockets,” January says to me.

			I don’t like his voice this morning. I’ve never told him about the encounter I’m hoping so ardently, so secretly, to make. It’s not that I think he’s capable of betraying me in one of his reports, not of his own accord in any case, but I already know that he knows, and, more importantly, we both know that he disapproves. This fear I arouse in him is bigger than the both of us.

			“What’s the problem?”

			“You can’t see it?”

			Oh no. I can’t stand it when January uses the old questionfor-a-question ploy on me. I could easily drag a proper answer out of him, it would just take an imperative. I refrain. Not because the abuse of an Instinct is a crime, but because, since our childhood, I promised myself I’d never succumb to the same temptation as his father.

			“You are not me, January.”

			Eruption of piercings. 

			“Nobody is you, Claire! Nobody can be! Why aren’t you enough for you? Why aren’t others enough for you? I’m worried sick, for fuck’s sake! I’m a nervous wreck and you don’t even notice! I don’t exist anymore for you since . . . But have you tried? Really tried? And Avril, hey? Have you really tried with Avril? And with your pager, there, with Goliath, are you really trying?”

			I’m astounded.

			“Trying what?”

			“Not to hope for anything else!”

			I fight against rising anger and, making me even angrier, guilt. I think of the postcards in my bag. Of those, full of platitudes, I bombarded Avril with to ease my conscience. Of those, stubbornly blank, that I haven’t sent to my mother, not knowing what to tell her or the address to send them to. Of those I’ll never write to my father. Of those Modeste doesn’t deserve to receive. Of all those countless, falsely sincere, postcards I intend to send to Goliath’s parents rather than to my own family.

			“Look down there, Claire.”

			I look. A police cordon surrounds our skyscraper. Behind this cordon, barely contained, my horde of fans and perhaps, among them, the individualists. Or even better: a fellow treacherous soul, as much of a sham as mine. I’m too high up for any of them to see me, but that doesn’t stop them from searching the windows of every story.

			“Let’s suppose the person you’re looking for was among them. At this very moment. How would you recognize them?”

			“I will recognize them.”

			Not in the conditional tense. In the future tense. The near future.

			“And then, Claire? You return to the South Sector with them? You run away together?”

			“Returning? Running away? Those are my only options?”

			“Don’t go there.”

			I look hard at January. He doesn’t seem to be at all angry anymore, and I instantly cease to be, too. Now, another fear has been added to the fear I arouse in him. It’s true that he worries. And it’s true that I don’t care.

			“Whatever the Very-Highs here have planned for you today, don’t go. Hide away. Ask to be excused. Lie, if necessary. But don’t go.”

			“And I’m not allowed to use the imperative to you, hey?”

			“I’m serious.”

			“Is it still the Claires affair that’s worrying you?”

			“More than it worries you, for sure, but no, that’s not the problem. The problem is all the others. I can see very well how people look at you. It’s not merely adoration anymore . . . It’s . . . too extreme. Me, I have no choice but to carry out the orders given me. But you . . . ”

			“I will go. Not because I’m being ordered to. Because that’s my decision. The Very-Highs make use of me and I make use of them. It’s as simple as that.”

			The TV in the sitting room comes on by itself. A few seconds of snow, then a sofa appears. And on the sofa, the old Cherub couple.

			“Hello, Claire.”

			Panic grips me. Have microphones been hidden in this apartment?

			“Oh, ah, um, yes, hel . . . ”

			

			“We hope we find you in top form, you’re going to be busy.”

			The woman cut me off without batting an eye, the man stares at the camera without blinking. Either these Very-Highs can’t hear me, or they’re making fun of me. I paid them a quick visit, on the 77th floor, as soon as I arrived last night. They didn’t leave their sofa once during the meeting.

			“We have booked the music hall of our late, much-lamented Coco-Rudy for you. The tickets sold like blessed hot cakes. We have promised our citizens an authentic tête-à-tête. They want to be heard by you. Of course, we will fit in some breaks. We will not tolerate any abuse.”

			The woman goes quiet for a few seconds, then adds:

			“In fact, congratulations. You have just saved your 10,001st life. You are now a Throne. Your new badge awaits you at reception.”

			The TV goes off. I have a stretch.

			“My tally is a joke.”

			“I don’t think so, no.”

			January is even more hunched. He really is starting to look like a harp—though I promised myself I’d ditch the musical metaphors.

			“People give everything for you. Their money. Their blood. Their organs. Too extreme, I tell you.”

			I stuff a load of pens and almost as much aspirin into my bag.

			“I wear myself out repeating that I didn’t write that blasted book. That I’m not a heroine. That I have nothing to offer in return. They want to be heard by me, but they don’t listen. Too bad for them.”

			“I’ll go get your badge, ready the limousine, and give instructions for the way to be cleared for us. Only come down at the last moment.”

			January slams the door rather hard for my liking. In spite of myself, I reread the last message on my pager.

			I’m waiting for you

			Goliath doesn’t conjugate me only in the future tense. And no conditional tense for him, either. And so: did I really try? With him, with Avril, with Florence and the found ones, with all those folks outside whose hands I shook and for whom I wrote my name? Was it the We that disowned me or was it me who ended up disowning the We?

			I tap quick-quick-quick on the keyboard, for fear of chickening out.

			Goliath

			When I’ve finished my tour

			I’ll tell you something

			

			Done.

			I’ve begun the countdown. It gives me the jitters, but this time, cross my heart, there’ll be no back-pedaling. I put on my pumps, my headphones, and sling the strap of my bag over my shoulder. I slide my tongue between my front teeth; taste the gap. Right, I’m now about to find the key to my dream. Because whether January likes it or not, the Central Sector really is my last pocket.

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			MADAM X

			It will be today

			All these pilgrims in the rain are getting me down. They keep their heads lifted, necks craned, towards the windows of the skyscraper of the Central Sector’s Very-Highs, searching for Claire. Whereas me, it’s them I look at. It’s their eyes. Wide open, glowing, as if in the grip of a collective fever.

			There are security barriers everywhere, endless checks. Even with my mark and official suit, which have always opened plenty of doors for me, I’m obliged to watch my step.

			My journey is coming to an end. I should have acted sooner, it’s too late now. And all because of that suicidal old madwoman: I had to get off the train, stopped in the middle of nowhere, to avoid the investigation by the Virtuous. I lost time I couldn’t get back.

			The eyes of the crowd don’t lie: it will be today.

			Claire will die. 

			So what?

	 
		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			Good question

			I’m searching for my brother at the back of the cupboard, in the bathroom, under the kitchen table, behind the parents’ bed. I find him on the balcony. Lying on his front, he’s drawing.

			“I’m bored. Wanna play?”

			He doesn’t answer. I stretch out opposite him. The balcony is small, but hey, so are we.

			I chew my nails.

			“What are you doing?”

			He doesn’t answer. I look at his upside-down drawing. Nothing like his childish scribbles, no stick man with arms three times too long and silly rainbows in the middle of blue stripes. No, my brother’s drawing today is so perfect, it looks like a photo. Sure, it’s the Instinct holding the felt-tip pens. Except it’s not like usual. He generally comes up with all kinds of weird plans that no one understands, but that the parents mail to the Very-Highs of the South, “just in case.”

			“Who is she, in your drawing?”

			He still doesn’t answer. He probably doesn’t know himself. He’s a real pain at these times . . . The parents keep repeating that I must leave him in peace, not because he’s the oldest, hey, but because he’s an inspired one and when he’ll be big and have his mark, he’ll save loads of people, and even live right over there, at the other end of town, in the Very-Highs’ skyscraper, and will poo into toilets made of gold.

			For now, the only thing he’s saved is the garage. One day, at lunchtime, he suddenly left school, just like that—I remember seeing him, from the cafeteria window, rushing across the playground, and wondering, “Where’s that idiot off to?” He got home on foot, went up to our apartment, and knocked until the parents, in the middle of their lunch break, opened to him.

			“The gas bottle’s going to explode,” he said.

			The parents left their meal and charged down to the garage. They only just had time to close the leaking gas bottle, ventilate the place, and unplug all the electrical equipment. As for my brother, he’d quietly returned to school.

			I jump when he slams his felt-tip pen down. He’s finished his drawing; the Instinct has finished. He shows me. On the paper, a girl of about my age.

			“Who is she?” I ask again.

			He doesn’t answer. He rips his drawing in half, and with it, the girl with the lucky teeth.

			 

			Whoa. What was all that about? A memory I actually lived, or a memory I’ve just cobbled together? That’s Modeste’s fault, that is. Our last conversation about Claire sent my mind spinning. I’m not sure what I’m about to do will stop it spinning, but jeez, I’m going to go ahead anyway.

			The bus jolts me, it’s packed, hit by the sun, a barbecue on wheels.

			Quick look at the pager. No news from Modeste; no death coming up, then. Since the Archangel received that mysterious phone call at the nursing home, I’ve found him a bit weird (even weirder than usual), but it seemed private, so I asked no questions.

			Ah, it’s my stop. I get off.

			There’s not a corner of shade, and the day’s barely begun. Wherever I go, the sun’s blazing. Prostheses are no picnic to start with, but in this heat, I’m lugging around two rotisseries instead of arms. I can feel the tar go soft under my weight as I cross the pedestrian walkway to the branch of Instinct Admin. The AC brings a little tear to my eye. 

			Right. I think this is the place.

			I ask at the desk. My face means so little to the receptionist that he checks my identity card. I know I don’t have the look for the job, okay, but what does he imagine? That I beat up an old Virtuous woman on a street corner to swipe her badge? At least he didn’t see Modeste’s gun in my ankle holster.

			I look for the legal department.

			Banks of videotexes and typewriters, piles of reports. Amidst the hammering on keyboards, I hear someone say the name Claire. I stop still outside the half-open door of an office. A girl of my age is slumped on a chair. A secretary gives her a coffee while a civilian, presumably her father, rubs her shoulder.

			A demystifier in a white suit leans towards her.

			“Right, miss, I have a warrant here that authorizes me to question you. You don’t want to spend all day on it and neither do I. Anything you’re prepared to tell us will help to move the inquiry forward. So, in the name of the We: how many of them were there? Where did you meet them? Did they take you somewhere, and if so, where? Did you see their faces? Their marks? What, precisely, did they say to you?”

			The girl grabs the cup being handed to her and, slowly, limply, pours the still-hot coffee into the trash basket.

			“What’s the point. We’ve all had it, anyhow.”

			

			The secretary catches sight of my stunned face and slams the door on it.

			Jeez. 

			A load of corridors and stairs later, here I am at the Judicial Administration of Goods and Instincts. By way of a waiting room, four chairs; all taken. I just stand around. There must be roadworks in a neighboring street, a pneumatic drill is really going for it. Taped to the walls are posters with sayings that are as old as the We: “A good Instinct can’t lie,” “If ifs and ands were pots and pans, the We wouldn’t need tinkers,” and “The Instinct is never better served than by itself.”

			On a table, some magazines, and on the magazines, you’ll never guess: Claire. I look up at the muted TV: Claire again. Her lucky teeth are everywhere now; even in my childhood memories. Nowhere does her smile look joyful. And me, who’s too quick to judge, I told her not to get big-headed.

			I get furious looks as soon as my pocket starts to bleep. Talking of Claire . . . 

			I move away to read in peace.

			Goliath

			When I’ve finished my tour

			I’ll tell you something

			She has great timing. I tap in some words that I immediately delete. What should I reply to her? Suddenly, I feel in the wrong being here, as if I were stabbing her in the back. We’ve exchanged hundreds of bleeps, me and her, perhaps to compensate for our hundreds of silences. But it’s not enough. It’s no longer enough. If I really want to know Claire, I must go further. Or get closer, it all depends.

			I think for a long while about what message I should send her when, suddenly, hers continues:

			You know

			Before you and I 

			Met in the visiting room

			Anyhow before

			In the Schools neighborhood

			You were at the crossroads

			On traffic duty

			And made everyone 

			cross over 

			You made me cross over

			Too

			

			And I smiled at you

			And you didn’t see me

			I’m roasting again, and this time the can’t change a thing. Behind my back, there are disapproving coughs, as if Claire’s bleeps are noisier than the pneumatic drill, but I don’t give a damn. All that matters is this tiny little screen.

			It was right then

			That

			For the first time

			The bleeps stop. Time trickles by. I finally tap in what’s gnawing at me.

			That what?

			“Goliath?”

			I look up from my pager. It’s her. Claire’s friend. Her old Schoolmate. Avril. The files she’s clutching to her stomach are fatter than she is. Her hair up in a ponytail makes her confidant’s mark and her hard features stand out. Her headphones crackle with heavy metal. She smells of photocopier.

			I hand her the piece of paper I’d prepared, and that’s soaked up the dampness of my shirt. “We must talk about Claire.” Avril screws up her eyes.

			“Come,” she says.

			Everyone waiting in the corridor protests when she makes me go ahead of them. She takes me into an office where, to my relief, it’s just the two of us. The soundproofing is spot on, can’t even hear the drill outside anymore.

			Avril puts away her files. I know a little about her department, in Anti-Abuse we often had dealings with it. Its aim, and I’m quoting, is “to protect people who are totally or partially incapable of taking care of their goods or their person due to their Instinct”—end of quote. There’s a guy like that who throws money out of the window. Literally. As soon as passers-by approach his home, quick as a flash, he hurls all his banknotes at them. Needless to say, such lambs are soon noticed by abusers. He’d be offloading his month’s salary to them if he hadn’t been made a ward of court ages ago. Instinct Admin allows him just enough cash to satisfy his Instinct. 

			Avril perches on the edge of a desk without offering me a seat or looking directly at me. She switches off her personal stereo, but keeps her headphones on.

			“Claire has problems?”

			

			Avril’s eyebrows don’t make things easy. She doesn’t like me. And yet we’ve only really seen each other once, at the very start of the year, when my parents and I went to fetch Claire and her suitcases at the School for Confidants. And even then, we really didn’t speak.

			“No idea. That’s why I’m here.”

			“No need to shout.”

			“I’m not shouting right now.”

			“Are you kidding? Well, calm your voice then. I may be a confidant, but there are limits to what I can hear.”

			“Okay. Permission to exceed the ten words?”

			She sighs. Off we go, we’ll take that as a yes. And I wouldn’t have said no to a glass of water.

			“You’ve known Claire for ages.”

			“We grew up together. Our families were neighbors.”

			“North Sector, right?”

			“North-Northeast,” Avril corrects me.

			From her sharper tone, I sense I’ve just lost another point. And her eyes, stuck on my tarry shoes . . . 

			“I’m in a hurry. Lots of depositions to hear, statements to write. What do you want?”

			Good question. What do I want? What am I looking for? I got myself here as soon as I could, with no hesitation, but what can I talk about with Avril? I’m not authorized to mention the derailments, the anomalies, my missions, all those absurd and messy murders that I’m totally incapable of preventing, so how am I supposed to tell her, hey, about this gut-wrenching fear of mine?

			“What the Very-Highs are doing with Claire. Right now. Everywhere. I’m a bit worried about it.”

			“Are you worried or are you jealous?”

			She sure hits the sensitive spots, Avril, and she hits hard.

			“Not that long ago, she was nobody,” I say. “A moment in the spotlight, and wham, the whole world is obsessed with her. Something is going on around her. Something that’s beyond her. And beyond me, too, to be honest.”

			Avril listens to me; or rather, her Instinct does. She may not look into my eyes, but I can’t stop looking at hers. Her pupils. They dilate each time I open my mouth. Avril doesn’t like me, but her Instinct is relishing all that I’m confiding to her. Why does this minor detail needle me like this?

			“How about you tell me instead what you’re expecting of me, Goliath?”

			“Who is she?”

			My voice has changed since I was a kid, but my question has remained the same. That little girl in the drawing by my brother . . . 

			“Who is Claire really?” I persist. “We’re partners, but I get the feeling that there’s something, and it’s big, that she can’t come clean about.”

			Due to her surprise, Avril’s eyes fleetingly collide with mine. Then she bursts out laughing. She keeps laughing for quite a while, on the edge of her desk, before calming down.

			“Partners? You’ve known her how long, again? Not even a year? The two of you did your little investigation together, once, but otherwise, hey, are you kidding? But I’ve studied her closely from the start. And your question, I can’t answer it. Know why?”

			I shake my head.

			“Because Claire allows nothing to get close. She gets deeply involved in the lives of others, but doesn’t allow others into her life. Even January, my cousin, she rejected him, when he was her very, very, very first. So you, the latest little arrival, you can be sure . . . ”

			I won’t comment on January, the docile with the piercings who escorts Claire everywhere. What was it I said to my parents again? Ah, yes. She doesn’t belong to me.

			“You’re right about one thing,” Avril concedes. “Claire has never been anyone. Neither back there, in the North-Northeast Sector, nor here in the South Sector. And yet.”

			She bites her thumbnail, not really sure whether to go further. My pocket bleeps. Claire’s reply, at last. I’d like to read it immediately, but not here, not in front of Avril.

			“And yet what?”

			“She makes one hungry.”

			Eh?

			Avril bites her lip, as if regretting having said too much. For me, it’s more like not enough. Her eyes rise from my feet to my prostheses, which I try to bury in my pockets to look better.

			I decide to ask:

			“In the sense that she attracts people?”

			“No. In the sense that she makes one hungry. There’s nothing affectionate about it. I sometimes want to eat Claire. Even from a distance, even on TV. She becomes intolerable to me because of that.”

			Avril breathes in hard through her nose, annoyed.

			

			“Or, to be exact, something wants to eat her through me. No kidding, I don’t know how to explain it. It’s just there, it’s ancient, and it’s hungry for Claire. I think that’s what it is, what’s going on right now, everywhere, with everyone. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m up to my ears in work.”

			“Wait.”

			Avril’s thumb is on the button of her personal stereo, about to relaunch her heavy metal, but she waits. I’d suddenly had a kind of brainwave. The lucky teeth. Those of Claire. Those of Modeste. In short, something clicked in my mind.

			“Claire wouldn’t by any chance have a sister? Or brother?”

			Avril’s features tense all at once, tautening her skin enough to tear it. In anger? No. In concentration.

			“In their flat, back in the past, there might have been . . . younger than Claire and me . . . vanished overnight. Along with the father. I admit, I never got involved with it all. Why? Did she talk to you about it?”

			This time, Avril raises her eyes up to mine, and I can see, from the quivering of her lashes, the effort this contact demands of her. When it comes to jealousy, she has a layer of it, too.

			“No,” I mutter. “That’s the problem. That and . . . ”

			“And?” Avril asks, when I don’t finish my sentence.

			“And the Claires affair. I came across one of them when I arrived here. No one says it, but, without a doubt, the affair is linked to ours. Our Claire, the one we know.”

			To my surprise, Avril agrees. I didn’t think her capable of agreeing with me on anything at all.

			“There is a link, for sure. Just need to know what it is. I’ve been working here since the affair started, I’ve seen plenty of files coming through on the subject, merely for the South Sector. Many more than they say on the news. All those Claires, they have three things in common.”

			“Three?”

			“Their first name. Their age. (Avril gives a strange little pout.) And their library card.”

			“Everyone has a library card.”

			“Yeah. The kind one forgets at home. But all the Claires of the affair, you know, when it happened to them, when those abductors brainwashed them: they had their library cards on them.”

			Okay. I’ll admit that’s intriguing.

			

			“And Instinct Administration?” I ask. “What does it make of this point in common?”

			“Come on, Goliath. The libraries are part of Instinct Administration.”

			Avril switches her personal stereo back on: the conversation is over. And yet, when I’m about to clear off, she holds me back by my sleeve. Which for her, is astonishingly intimate.

			“You’re a protector. Protect Claire.”

			She opens the door for me.

			I leave this branch of Instinct Admin like I was on fire. I wanted answers. I wanted to understand, I wanted to know. I feel even more ignorant than before. Ashamed, too. It’s with Claire that I should have had that conversation.

			I feel horribly apprehensive when I look at my pager to read the message she left me. That what, Claire? When I ignored you that day in the street. That for the first time what?

			That I wanted to be seen

			Got it.

			I know what was needling me earlier, in front of Avril.

			Claire’s pupils. They don’t dilate when she’s listening.

			 

		
		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			To eat me alive

			I left the apartment on my own. Four protectors took the elevator with me. Four others joined me at reception. Eighteen formed a guard of honor from the skyscraper’s entrance to the limousine. When we set off, nine vehicles and twelve motorbikes escorted us along the avenue.

			At this rate, there’ll be a hundred of us turning up at the music hall.

			Is it to protect me, this whole circus, or to control me? I’ve been given several signals to keep my headphones on until we get there. The cries of the crowd are making the limousine’s windows vibrate, creeping under the sponge pads of my headphones, and interfering with the philharmonic orchestra, even though I’ve pushed it up to top volume. They make January anxious, too, and he presses as hard as he can on his enormous earmuffs. I fiddle with my new Throne badge. Okay, he’s right, this is all getting a touch too extreme. But I’m prepared to accept everything, their hysteria, my hypocrisy, as long as I achieve my ends.

			As long as I find You, whoever you are.

			I’ve received no reply from Goliath on my pager. Might my little declaration have scared him? Goodness knows what effect the big one will have on him, when it’s all over, and I’ve got the proof that I’m not just a big, solitary hole in the We’s web.

			The music hall is a seriously kitsch pile of old junk, a mishmash of stone and plastic, stained-glass windows and plexiglass, candelabras and disco balls, religious icons and rock posters. One could almost be inside an Instinct church. The excessive stairs trigger my climacophobia, I grip January’s arm and curse my heels. The session hasn’t started yet, but I’m already hungry. So this is where Coco-Rudy performed? I just hope it’s not his bones in the reliquary I spot behind a security gate.

			A procession of visitors, my book clasped to their hearts, forms a giant millipede between the tiers of seats. Security guards have been posted around the four corners of the auditorium and they hold up “Shh!” signs to nip any chitchat in the bud. Silence all round. Might as well switch off my personal stereo and save my batteries. People are walking on tiptoe, an organist barely touches the keys.

			In the middle of the stage, a glass cage.

			A glass cage?

			I’m installed inside it, on a chair, also made of glass. As soon as the door is closed, the silence thickens, even affecting the air I breathe. I hope the ventilation is up to scratch. All eyes converge on me, under my cheese cloche. Not very private for a privacy booth.

			Each in turn, my readers show the security guards the stamp applied to their wrists upon arrival. One by one, they walk up the stairs to the stage and sit opposite me, in the glass cage, while a doorman—fervently propelled by his own Instinct—shows them in and out, one by one. Cameras film everything, despite there being little to see.

			For once, the Calculator woman from Computus isn’t with me; she’s sitting in a corner of the auditorium, her portable cashbox on her knees, and receiving the donations that my numerous admirers make in my name. At this rate, I’ll soon end up as a Very-High!

			I sign an indecent number of Me Toos—all those sales I don’t receive a dime for. No, I’m handsomely paid for listening, nothing but listening, so I listen to them, this flock, I listen to what they want to confide—ten words each, an extra ten if they’ve paid a supplement, so not much can be confided—and then, next! Most of them thank me. Some congratulate me. I even get declarations of love. But mainly, it’s confessions.

			“I stole.”

			“I deceived.”

			“I lied.”

			“I scorned.”

			They know that, within this double glazing, they will only be heard by me. I answer them with a smile. I’ve pulled my hair back, less to uncover my ears than my eyes. All my attention is focused on that very small space between their eyelids, between blinks, on the darkness of their pupils, where I can fathom what’s not put into words. Where is the other You among them? I search for a shame that’s less admissible, more familiar.

			It isn’t shame that I see.

			It’s appetite.

			The scabs on my hands are itchy, stigmata left by the nails of the barwoman on the train, as if she really had wanted to get under my skin. How many hours have I been here now? The door opens, closes, opens, closes, opens, closes. Increasingly, I look less at the eyes and more at the mouths, the tongues, the spittle, all those incisors that bite me, those molars that crush me. I’m not listening anymore. I’m a dumb statue that smiles in its glass cage. The faithful jostle, lose patience, insult each other, enter as a group and impose themselves on me, no longer respecting the rules. The Central Sector is the last pocket? There’s nothing inside it, just an opening, a small vent, the same gap as between my teeth, eternal solitude, and holy shit, I really do think these people want to eat me alive!

			“Claire.”

			January is forcing his way through to me. Does he want to be listened to as well? To eat me as well?

			“Calm down.”

			I should calm down? Ah, yes, I’m actually suffocating. My chest has seized up, not that I’m lacking air, no, I’m swallowing too much, gulp after gulp, without expelling any, enough to split my ribs, enough to burst my bronchial tubes . . . 

			“Breathe out, Claire. Just breathe out.”

			I breathe out. My vision is flickery, then, little by little, I piece together January’s face, one piercing after another. He forces himself to smile at me and I cling on to that. I want to curl up in his dimple.

			What the hell happened? Where the hell am I?

			I gaze at the white walls and the red carpet, I must be somewhere between the stage and the dressing rooms. I’ve been removed from the glass cage without being aware of it. A protector stands guard in the corridor. If there was any danger, his Instinct would have detected it. What on earth am I doing? My last chance awaits me over there, on the stage, in the cage . . . 

			“I’m going back,” I say.

			January shakes his head. He still has his soundproof headphones on, splitting his mohawk in two, but he read my lips.

			“First, a break. People need to calm down, they’re going too far. You can carry on later. Stay here. I’m going to explain the situation to the organizers.”

			He goes off. My legs can barely support me. I put on the same show throughout the tour, so why did I suddenly get myself into such a state? I feel clammy. My bangs stick to my forehead, my dress sticks to my thighs. I wipe my cheeks, wrecking my makeup. I’d cried with fear.

			An open window lets in the smell of the river. It does me good. Whatever did happen, it’s over, well and truly over.

			“Claire?”

			The protector approaches me. Voice like a tuba. It’s the one with an epithesis instead of a nose; the one who denounced the fare-dodger on the train. His sunglasses are real mirrors.

			

			“Yes, I’m coming. Just catching my breath and I’m coming.”

			He takes me into his arms. I’m dumbstruck. Okay, okay, okay. I tap him on the back.

			“I’m feeling better. Thank you.”

			I breathe out the “you” with what’s left of my lungs. Because this protector’s hug is brutally tight. His badge is digging into my skin, his nose metallizing my cheek.

			“I will protect you, Claire.”

			His arms crush me.

			“I will protect you from yourself.”

			He bites my ear. I cry out in shock and pain. I slam my heel onto his toes and press down with all my weight. His turn to howl. I smash my forehead against his jaw. The epithesis is sent flying. I’ve cut loose enough to whack him on the throat, just enough to wind him. Thanks, Mom, for those self-defense classes.

			The protector brings his hands up to his neck. His sunglasses have fallen off. His noseless face is contorted by an avidity that paralyzes me. A need that’s bigger than him, an internal distension, as if the contours of his body were about to burst apart. I’ve seen that before, once: in the attic of the Saint-Monde. An Instinct going awry.

			He shouldn’t be able to speak anymore, but he speaks, even speaks very well, and his voice is full of voice.

			“We will find You.”

			I call for help. Hurried footsteps in the corridor. It’s some other protectors. I’m hoping for support, but in their eyes I discover the same vacancy, the same absence: the same avidity. There are too many of them. They arrive from all directions, I don’t have time to escape. Now I’m a ball in a rugby scrum. My dress is in tatters, my personal stereo in pieces. Their hands strangle me, their teeth nibble at me. And those voices! Voices full of voice—full of We.

			“WE WILL FIND YOU. WE WILL FIND YOU.”

			I struggle. Outwardly, I struggle. Inside, I feel like I’m becoming detached from my own flesh, my own movements, my own name. A depersonalization attack. Oh no, why now? I can’t just let them bump me off.

			Not so close to You.

			Not so far from Goliath.

			All the mouths spit me back out like chewing gum.

			A thick haze is spreading in the corridor. There’s coughing, cursing, no more biting. I drag myself on the carpet, between the legs of the panicked protectors, who trample on me. I try not to breathe in the toxic air, but my eyes are stinging.

			“Put this on.”

			A woman springs out from the haze. A woman in a gas mask. She throws me one. I don’t need to be asked twice to put it on.

			“Over here.”

			The protectors’ arms try to hold me back in the middle of the fog. The woman strikes in all directions with a club. She breaks fingers; a horrible sound.

			“Jump.”

			Jump? Jump where? Oh, the window. I lean over: it’s above the river embankment. When you have to go . . . I land on the roof of a car and its alarm protests. I’m reeling. From the fall, from the bites, from a bit of everything in fact.

			To cap it all, it’s raining.

			“Quick.”

			The woman lands on the hood—and the alarm protests even more. I can see them, too: the protectors spluttering at the window. I ditch my pumps and gas mask, and I run. Don’t even know where I’m going. I follow the woman, but at a distance: what’s to say her Instinct, whatever it is, won’t start to go awry, too? We cross the music hall’s carpark, then go down a ramp to the riverbank.

			The woman leaps onto a speedboat, moored a bit further along. My feet stop dead. My tights are in a pitiful state . . . 

			“No.”

			The woman turns her gas mask towards me.

			“No?”

			“No, I’m not getting on that.”

			“I’ve just saved your bacon, young lady.”

			“Your rescue was spot on. A bit too spot on, if you ask me.”

			The woman takes off her mask. Her wrinkles astonish me, I’d have thought her thirty years younger. She bears the demystifiers’ mark. Now I look closely, she’s also wearing a white suit and the Instinct Admin halo on her collar.

			“You followed me. Are you working for the Very-Highs?”

			“I’m retired.”

			“For whom then?”

			The demystifier stands proud on her speedboat, perfectly steady. She really is fit for her age.

			“Okay. Leave the questioning to me, I’ve done it all my life. Am I in the process of abducting you? Yes. Was I shadowing you on the train from the South Sector? Yes. Did I wait for the right moment to approach you? Yes, and yet I really thought that moment would never come again.”

			She glances at the music hall behind us. Shouts reach us through the rain. A mix of “Claire!”, “It wasn’t me!”, and “WE WILL FIND YOU.”

			“But I’m still less dangerous than what awaits you back there. Now it’s started, it’s not about to stop. And that, even the Very-Highs can’t do anything about anymore.”

			“What’s ‘that’?”

			“The obsession.”

			Yet another slap in the face for me. That old penitentiary register from the West-Southwest Sector. The reference to “obsession interrupted.” The prisoner tortured to death by Instinct Administration. The “You 86.”

			The demystifier holds her hand out to me.

			“Madam X. It’s a code name, as you can imagine. Are we through with the introductions? Because now, either you move your ass, or you get gobbled up by your fans.”

			“Are you one of the individualists? The Claires affair, is that you?”

			“What difference would it make if I said yes?”

			“None. I was just thinking that it was about time.”

			I board the speedboat. So here it is, my last pocket. “They’re no angels,” Scales had warned me. But to my knowledge, the individualists haven’t bitten any of the Claires.

			“I left a friend behind.”

			“The docile, is that it? He risks nothing. Or at least, less than by staying with you.”

			Madam X starts up the speedboat. We leave behind us the music hall, and the voices calling me, and January. The rain drenches my thoughts. I feel heavy. Lethal.

			The motor makes a real racket, I have to raise my voice to be heard:

			“Is it really me who made them go awry?”

			With one hand on the tiller, Madam X shrugs.

			“Yes and no. But for them,” she says, thumbing back at the music hall that’s looking smaller behind us, “mainly yes.”

			Mainly yes. Which reminds me of another yes. That videotex key I couldn’t resist pressing, at the youth hostel, in Laundry 5.

			Is it You?

			

			“That virus, was it you?”

			“A bit more than me, even.”

			“You know?”

			“That you are a You? Excluded from the We? Yes.”

			This makes me so dizzy, I almost fall overboard.

			“You neither, you . . . don’t have an . . . ?”

			“Of course I do. I have an Instinct.”

			Okay, okay. This demystifier knows, she knows and isn’t scared, or if she is scared, she sure hides it well.

			The wind on the river intoxicates me. The further we sail, the more the town’s red concrete fades away and the Very-Highs’ skyscraper shrinks. I think of the pager I’ve left in my bag and of the bag I’ve left at the music hall. Of Goliath to whom I should have admitted the truth while I could.

			I’m waiting for you.

			Might as well see things as they are: what just occurred, even if I haven’t the slightest idea what it’s all about, it’s the breaking point.

			“Candy?”

			Madam X hands me a bag. From the whiff of sugar and sweetener when I poke my nose into it, the contents are prohibited. She herself has lit a cigarette while still driving the speedboat. 

			“To remove the taste of the gas.”

			Never accept candies from a stranger, hey? I take one.

			“Where are you taking me to?”

			“You’ll soon see, young lady. But be prepared. You’re going to have one hell of a surprise.”

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			MODESTE

			Ah.

			I eliminated my first anomaly at seven years old. It was one night, it was one man. I remember everything. The flaking walls and the smell of urine in the maid’s room Dad was subletting in the West Sector. During the day, he’d school me himself. He taught me to read, to write, to count. He spent his evenings singing in the local discotheque. I spent mine watching TV until 9:10 P.M., brushing my teeth for three-and-a-half minutes at the kitchen sink, then going to bed at 9:19 P.M. At 9:20 P.M., I was asleep.

			Already at the time, I didn’t dream.

			Suddenly, at 11:26 P.M., in my tummy: the Instinct’s call. For the second time. The first was Claire on the stairs in the North-Northeast Sector, a first time that failed, was unfinished; disappointing. So I didn’t really know what to expect for this second time. Dad wasn’t back. I left the building in my pajamas and walked barefoot in the street. A few revelers turned around, not one was concerned about me. I entered a metro station.

			The man was there. A helper’s mark. A cleaner. He was cleaning away the graffiti and cleaning away the tramps. With caustic soda for unblocking toilets. He was a small, skinny guy who weighed almost nothing.

			I pushed him onto the track. I was in ecstasy; he was exasperated.

			“Who’s going to clean up this mess?” he shouted to me, just before the train went over his body.

			A perfect second time.

			Some people screamed. Some Virtuous arrived. Half an hour later, I was at the police station. I was asked questions. My face wasn’t yet marked; they didn’t know which Instinct they were dealing with. Neither did I. A man came to examine me a few hours later, without touching me. I do remember that he had the identifiers’ mark, and had been summoned from far away. A car ride later, I was at the Skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the West. Yet more questions. I asked for some cocoa, was given some. Everything was perfectly perfect.

			Finally, Dad was brought there. He was still wearing his pink disco wig.

			“Is this your child?”

			“It’s my child, yes.”

			“Do you know about his Instinct?”

			“I haven’t had it identified yet.”

			

			“You should have.”

			“I was waiting for him to be marked. At eleven.”

			“The mandatory legal age, in short. You’re not very curious.”

			“Fine, and so? What’s actually happened here?”

			“Your child killed a man.”

			Dad turned to look at me. I had a blanket around my shoulders and dirty feet. His horseshoe moustache didn’t quiver, but his eyelashes became moist.

			“Okay,” he said, after a long silence. “What’s next for us? The clink?”

			“You don’t quite understand, dear sir. Your child has a unique Instinct. Inestimable. Indefinable.”

			“And so, what then?”

			“And so, we’re hiring him.”

			Ah.

			Usually, I don’t think about the past. No more than about the future, at any rate. Is it having Mom in front of me? She’s drinking a mint-and-orange-blossom tea. We’re at the terrace of a café. On the other side of the two-way road, there’s the sea, the beach, lots of swimmers.

			“You haven’t changed.”

			It took several sips of tea for Mom to finally get a sentence out.

			“Of course, you’ve grown up. But you haven’t changed.”

			“You have.”

			I look at the white hairs in her eyebrows, the line that’s embedded between them, her short hair, her thin lips, her sharp shoulders. She’s lost substance. Before, she took up more space. She seemed huge to me.

			But then, she still has the same old toolbox I remember, placed between us on the table; I’m sure it’s full of tuning keys, tuning forks, and metronomes.

			Mom requested that we talk, but she doesn’t say much. I finished my cocoa ages ago.

			“Where is your sister?”

			I should have known: Claire first and foremost.

			“Touring the Sectors.”

			“Yes, I know about that. The whole world knows about that. But what stage is she at? When is she getting back?”

			“She’s in the Central Sector now. She’ll soon be done.”

			I stare at the prices on the café’s sidewalk board. They’re twice as high at the seaside. “It’s on the house,” the owner said as soon as she saw my mark and badge. I return to Mom, who’s squinting. It really is intense, the light in the South Sector, almost solid. It bears down everywhere.

			“This sinister Claires affair,” Mom says cautiously, “I don’t find it very reassuring.”

			“How about you ask me the question you really want to ask me?” I say.

			“Will you kill her?”

			“Yes.”

			Our neighbors on the terrace discreetly edge their tables away.

			“When?”

			“The Instinct awaits the opportune moment. And until further notice, I’m working for the Very-Highs of the South. Before, I was working for the Very-Highs of the West. I stay where I’m told to stay. I’ll go where I’m told to go.”

			Mom hugs her cup with her hands. They haven’t changed. The nails cut short, the fingers chapped from the contact with instruments. The hands of a tuner. They don’t save lives; they don’t take lives, either. I love them.

			“Your watch isn’t showing the right time,” I point out.

			“It’s North-Northeast Sector time.”

			“Why?”

			“Because that’s Dalila time.”

			“Who?”

			Mom half-smiles, fleetingly.

			“She’s nothing like me. Forever rushing around and chattering. I’d like you to meet her.”

			“Does she know about me?”

			“About your existence, yes. About your Instinct, no.”

			“And about Claire?”

			“Everything but you-know-what. At first, she was giving Claire private lessons at home. And then, she stayed.”

			“What lessons?”

			“Self-defense.”

			“So that Claire could defend herself from me?”

			Mom drinks her tea by way of reply.

			“How did you do it?”

			“How did I do what, Modeste?”

			“Passing her off as a confidant. Getting it confirmed on her identity card. And by her mark.”

			

			Mom glances at the tables that aren’t neighboring at all anymore. Is she scared? And yet I didn’t speak loudly.

			“It would have taken just one identifier,” I continue. “Or just one demystifier.”

			“I paid someone who paid someone.”

			“She hasn’t got much longer. She’s become too public. Too obvious.”

			Mom’s lips become even thinner. I can’t decipher what she’s feeling.

			“Did you stay with Dad right to the end?”

			“Right to the end.”

			“Did he say anything?”

			“He sang.”

			Mom’s hand seizes mine on the table, between our cups. I draw mine back. So much white in Mom’s wide-open eyes. So wrinkled, her forehead, due to her raised eyebrows. So slow, her hand, her beautiful damaged hand, cracked a hundred times, soothed with cream, that draws back in turn.

			Ah.

			Usually, such contact poses no problem for me. I love skin. All skin.

			“I’m not good with words,” Mom says. “For me, it’s music. Your sister isn’t, either, I didn’t know how to . . . You have the right to be angry.”

			“I don’t know anger.”

			“You have the right to be angry, but be so with the right person. With me. I chose to separate us. To distance you from Claire. To protect her from you. No mother should have to . . . but I . . . and now your father is . . . You have the right to be angry. And you have the right to be sad.”

			“I don’t know sadness.”

			I contemplate the bottom of my empty cup. I’ve noticed one thing. When I move my spoon around it, the cocoa dregs form the shape of a small intestine. “Live your life and let me live mine.” What Claire said to me before her departure makes no sense. Freedom doesn’t exist; Claire shouldn’t exist, either, but if she hadn’t been born, who would I have been? What would my Instinct have been? Would I have saved people by killing others? Would I have loved them as much as I love them now? Would I have dreamt at night? Drunk this cocoa? Shunned Mom’s fingers? Been there for Dad’s death?

			

			Ah.

			That’s new, too. Usually, I don’t burden myself with hypotheses. Usually, I don’t burden myself with anything, not even myself, but today, on this terrace, facing Mom, everything seems to have weight, the cars’ horns, the children’s laughter, the café’s percolator, the sun bearing down on everything, and that sea, blinding as the snow.

			“If you go after Claire, I’ll make it my personal business.”

			No. It doesn’t stem from today, this heaviness. It settled inside me, without my realizing it, on that bench shared with Goliath at the nursing home. Goliath and his huge voice. Goliath who understands nothing, whom I don’t understand either, but whom I love like I love Mom.

			Why do they not love me? Why do they prefer Claire? Can’t they see that she divides us?

			That she divides the We?

			I stand up.

			“I must go. My work isn’t finished.”

			It never will be, not as long as Claire’s alive, but I don’t deem it pertinent to specify that. Mom stands up, too. I like her slightly fragile way of grasping her toolbox and pushing the strap of her handbag back over her shoulder.

			“I’m catching the train back to the North-Northeast Sector this evening. My studio has been closed for too long, my savings are running out, and I haven’t used my Instinct as much as I should have these last few months. But mainly, I miss Dalila.”

			She hesitates, puts her toolbox back down, and hugs me.

			“Wherever Claire is,” she whispers to me, “I want her to live. Whatever you do, I want you to live, too.”

			She hugs me tighter. I can feel her calloused hand on my sun-warmed hair.

			“I’m waiting for you both. I’ll always wait for you, your sister and you. And me, Modeste, I’ve made a decision. As soon as I’m home, I’ll tell Dalila everything. About you. About Claire. She can take it or leave it.”

			Mom sets off; I stay. I don’t think I’ll ever see her again. Perhaps she does love me a little, in the end.

			Ah.

			I walk along the seafront, from the shade of one palm tree to the shade of another. The smell of sand. I told Mom that my work isn’t finished, but I don’t know where my next destination will be. Since the killing of the fisherman, over there, at the old harbor, my Instinct has gone silent.

			Hey. Talking of silence, the children aren’t laughing anymore on the beach. The swimmers have come out of the water and are gathering around a radio placed on a deckchair. With my hands in the pockets of my shorts, I watch them. From where I’m standing, I can hear nothing, but their expressions have changed. I love them. But all the same, I don’t join them and I don’t ask them what’s going on. My fingers touch the pager in my pocket. It’s of Goliath that I’m thinking, of what he said to me on that bench, and of my lovey a bit, too. No, I feel neither anger nor sadness,

			I look back at the road. A taxi has parked about fifteen yards ahead of me. Nothing noteworthy about that. What’s rather more so is the passenger who climbs out of it.

			The old boy from the nursing home. The father of the fisherman.

			He doesn’t see me. He’s still wearing his slippers and dressing gown. He gazes at the sea for a moment—not the people, only the sea—and then turns away from it. He jaywalks across the road: the cars brake and hoot. He keeps going sticking to his trajectory. So, he didn’t come to fish.

			I follow him.

			I’m not really sure why, but hey, my Instinct is still asleep and it’s not like I’ve got something else to do right now. I remain at a distance from the old boy. He doesn’t seem disorientated; but he shouldn’t be here. I presume he’s escaped.

			Him in front, me behind, we walk along the pedestrian streets. We go past bric-a-brac stalls, racks of clothes, café terraces. Usually, my badge gets me the crowd’s attention, but there’s no crowd anywhere. Through the store windows, I see people who have all gone inside and gathered around TVs. A news flash showing Claire’s face. I don’t care: the old boy is forging ahead and I want to follow him. He moves along increasingly small streets that are increasingly empty of people, and so narrow, between the old buildings, that the sun doesn’t reach the ground. I step over garbage cans that haven’t been emptied in ages. The old boy turns right and turns left. I lose him several times, then lose him for good. Here I am, in a deadend, between two blind walls. There’s not a soul here, apart from a dog that bolts at the sight of me.

			Ah.

			Something pricked my back. I swivel round. The old boy is right in front of me, holding a fisherman’s pocket knife. A knife covered in blood—my blood, even if it takes me a few seconds to realize that. Yes, hey, sure enough: it hurts. The old boy’s mouth trembles; his knife doesn’t.

			“There’s no name for the parent who loses a child,” he says to me.

			Goliath. I get the pager out of my pocket, but the old boy snatches it from me and crushes it under his slipper. My Instinct remains mute. What is happening now, here, in this dead-end, it isn’t a derailment. I should perhaps call for help, but I don’t. I look deep into the old boy’s eyes. My T-shirt is sticking to my back. A mix of blood and sweat is running down between my shoulder blades. It’s warm at first, then cold. The dead-end is spinning. I grab onto a railing so as not to fall; I fall anyway. Where’s the air?

			“The We is calling you back to the We.”

			I’m on the ground, in the middle of the garbage. The old boy flings his knife beside me. I catch hold of his slipper. He draws back, like my hand drew back under Mom’s hand. He leaves like Mom left.

			The blue of the sky, way up there, between the buildings, crushes me. Impossible for me to get up. To move. I should have said goodbye to Mom. To Goliath, too. I’m being drained of my blood, my warmth, through my back. I’m turning into stone. I’m a fossil that has no substance left but its outline, not a single ounce of me in there.

			Ah.

			Is this what dying is?

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			I have no choice

			I’m sprawled on the smart sofa in my apartment on the 7th floor. Head back, I’m staring at the ceiling. Unable to move. My prostheses collapsed with me, they’re pulling on my stumps like a ball and chain, the fingers can barely twitch down there, at the very end. It’s not my arms that need a mechanical overhaul; it’s me who’s short on nerves. Modeste’s gun, in its holster, is pressing against my ankle, death hot on my sneakered heels.

			Nothing but white, this ceiling. Nothing to latch onto, not a flaw, not a crack. As smooth as silence.

			I have six TVs all to myself since becoming Modeste’s teammate, but don’t feel like turning even one of them on. Makes me wonder what I’m most scared of. Missing Claire’s next bleep, or having to face up to it. I didn’t reply to her last message, can’t bring myself to, I’m totally lost, don’t know who she is anymore, who I am, what the We is, and maybe I actually prefer the crassness of my ignorance.

			Hence the ceiling.

			A bleep. I barely start, not enough nerves for that, either. I almost hope it’s Modeste, because with Modeste, it’s just obvious, a path that isn’t necessarily straight, but is all mapped out, a furrow to plow, orders that come from on high, very, very high, way above my 7th floor, nothing to think about, nothing to contest in those orders, they curb the chaos and make ceilings white.

			I peer at my pager.

			Have lost Claire

			I’m on my feet. The ceiling’s forgotten, I’ve plugged all my nerves back in. I tap in a message, get it wrong, start again, damn these false fingers! Quick, give a number, jeez, what’s my phone number here again?

			When the phone rings, I almost break the receiver in my hand, lucky it’s not made of plastic.

			“Is that you, Goliath?”

			First time I hear this voice: so panicked that it panics mine.

			“Yeah, yeah. January, right? What’s going on? Where’s Claire?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve lost her, as I said.”

			He pours it all out to me. The finale of the tour, an increasingly crazy crowd, the Central Sector music hall, Claire listening for so long that she feels unwell, January taking her out into the corridor, leaving her alone for a minute, just one minute, Goliath, I swear to you, and when he returns, no more Claire, vanished in a cloud of gas and, in her place, a load of beaten-up protectors.

			“They weren’t really themselves anymore,” January says. “And it’s not just the protectors, everyone here is going loco, as if Claire had made them lose their minds, unintentionally, unawares, and I don’t know who to trust anymore, the authorities are stumped, I’ve looked everywhere for her, she left all her belongings here, even her papers, I finally went back to the Central Sector’s Very-Highs’ skyscraper, just in case, but she wasn’t there either, it’s been hours now, then I spotted her pager in her bag and, sorry, I know it’s personal . . . ”

			“Shut up.”

			He talks too much, January, it’s impossible to think.

			“What’s the last thing she said to you?”

			No answer, but heavy breathing. Without thinking, I’d used the imperative when I told him to shut up. We’re separated by half the supercontinent, but dociles often have a range that defies belief. Oh, well done, how proud the Anti-Abuse squad would be of me.

			“Shit. Sorry. Do as you like.”

			I hear January’s breathing returning to normal.

			“‘I’m going back in there.’ That’s the last thing Claire said to me. She was determined to finish the job, she’d never have left like that. Something’s gone seriously wrong. And me, Goliath, me, I’m useless. My Instinct’s useless. Even if you gave me the order to search for her, now, immediately, I’d just be turning round in circles, I’d be searching for the sake of searching. Obeying doesn’t mean succeeding.”

			I stretch the coiled phone cable to reach for a remote control. One of my six screens lights up with Claire’s photo and, in large red letters: DISAPPEARANCE. My blood pumps hard, makes my eyes throb.

			She’s been abducted.

			Who by?

			My pager bleeps three times. I dive on it, get hold of it, drop it, lose it down the side of the sofa. Jeez, jeez, jeez. It’s her! It’s her and I lose her again!

			Urgnt gotta talk

			Meet like1st time

			10:22 P.M.

			It isn’t Claire. Gibberish like that, it can only be Flo. How did she get my number?

			“Goliath?” January’s tiny voice calls out.

			I pick up the phone that I’d thrown onto the carpet. 

			

			“Wait. No, shit, sorry, don’t wait, do as you like.”

			My thoughts get tangled up in the phone cable. And just when I think things can’t get any more confused, I see four people sitting on the sofa—the very sofa I was rummaging in, what, fifteen seconds ago? A man, a woman, a child, and a grandmother. The Very-Highs of the South.

			“May the We be with you, Virtuous one.”

			Just like a choir when they speak, those four, but it’s no ode to joy. Too serious to smile. They’re dressed like tourists, in their Bermuda shorts and sandals, as if off to the beach. January must have realized something was up because there’s not another word from him down the phone. It’s not every day that a Seraph descends from the highest floors. So, four of them.

			“Where is Claire?” I ask them.

			“Where is Modeste?” they ask me.

			Ten eyes hold the stare. I crack first.

			“I have no idea about Modeste. Something to sort out somewhere in town. I was given no details, it wasn’t about work. I’m waiting for his next instructions.”

			I cross myself, belatedly. Jeez, jeez, jeez, jeez. The Very-Highs of the South! In my room!

			Simultaneously, they point at the phone. I hang up on January. Sorry, dude: orders are orders.

			Right.

			If I’m going to have an existential crisis, I might as well ask my question to the source:

			“What does the We expect of me?”

			“Of you? Just one thing. Of Modeste? All the rest. You are his teammate, Virtuous one. Bring us back our Archangel and return his gun to him. His real mission begins now. Yours will be complete.”

			These four voices make my stomach vibrate. I understand nothing at first, then everything. Well, maybe not everything, but what’s essential. The Me Too book, the media frenzy, the tour of the Sectors, that whole circus: since the start, Claire was bait.

			But for which fish? A big one, inevitably. And that big fish has just swallowed her whole.

			Modeste’s “real mission,” hey. I don’t yet know the whys and wherefores, Instinct, fate, whatever, but Modeste has a tie with Claire. A blood tie, a powerful tie. A tie capable of finding her. The Very-Highs know it. They know it because the We knows it. They kept Modeste in the South Sector while Claire was traveling across the supercontinent, and now the fish has bitten, Modeste must find the bait to find the fish—without a protector under his feet this time. But the bait in all this? What will become of Claire?

			Return his gun to him.

			Jeez, jeez, jeez, jeez, jeez. I’ve never worked something out so fast.

			The Seraphs on the sofa don’t move an inch, their eight hands on the knees sticking out from the Bermuda shorts. They’re scrutinizing me. The We is scrutinizing me. Through them, through me. Too many eyes, all this, and me, I’ve never been fishing in my life, to start with. I let out a deep breath. There’s nothing to think about.

			I have no choice.

			“Okay. I’ll go and look for him, your Archangel.”

			“You will be duly rewarded.”

			That’s a new voice behind my back; a woman’s voice. I turn to the TV that I’d left on. Instead of the news, there’s now an elderly couple there. Another TV comes on without me touching a thing, then another, and another, until my room is full of strangers. No. These aren’t strangers, not with badges like that. The Very-Highs of the Center, the North, the West, and the East. The whole lot, broadcasting live. And so many lives saved by all of them, it makes me dizzy.

			“The We knows who you are.”

			The Very-Highs spoke with a single voice. All at the same time. Those on my sofa, those on my TVs, in a mix of ages and genders.

			“The We knows . . . ”

			“. . . who your brother was . . . ”

			“. . . what his Instinct was . . . ”

			“. . . who he could have been . . . ”

			“. . . his place beside us . . . ”

			“. . . all those lives lost . . . ”

			“. . . with him, in spite of you . . . 

			“. . . you can’t replace him . . . ”

			“. . . but you have your own place . . . ”

			“. . . you are also irreplaceable . . . ”

			“. . . you are We . . . ”

			“. . . We is you . . . ”

			“. . . so bring us back the Archangel.”

			They go quiet.

			“Okay,” I say again.

			All the TVs switch off. The Very-Highs of the South get up from the sofa and file through my door. I’m alone again. Alone with this We that is me. With the ceiling that’s far too white.

			I have no choice.

			I run.

			On the sidewalks, on the quaysides, on the beach, on my feet. As far away as possible from my head. When I’m tired of running, I stop at cafes, superettes, churches, gardens, kiosks, malls, and on roof terraces. Wherever I go, there’s a general commotion. All people can talk about is Claire; they swap newspapers, gather around screens, switch off the sport, turn on the news, comment on her disappearance, wonder about it, throw out hypotheses, say prayers and make bets, but mainly prayers, light candles, bite their lips, chew their nails, blow their noses, and blubber, and sing.

			Jeez. Avril was right, there’s a ravenous look in their eyes. Basically, they don’t give a damn about Claire, they’re hungry for her.

			And me? Am I hungry for Claire, myself?

			I criss-cross the South Sector. I go everywhere but to my parents’ place, not straight away anyhow, not before I’ve done what I must do. I catch a bus in one direction, then in another, I don’t stay in place, in my place, my own place, my place as a non-replacement, my place as irreplaceable.

			I go nowhere at all. I don’t look for Modeste.

			Because I have no choice.

			I wait.

			10:22 P.M.

			The evening is humid, the breeze can be drunk and tastes of salt. I hang about on a bridge. Not any old bridge: the one that overlooks the railway tracks, somewhere between the sea and the town, overrun with weeds, far from any public lighting, a favorite place for the suicidal.

			Meet like1st time, hey?

			Flo is here. Hands in pockets, hood down, she’s swamped by a sweatshirt twice her size.

			“You weren’t followed, at least?”

			All the ingratitude of adolescence. It’s here, on this bridge, that we first met. Me on my run; her about to jump.

			“I zigzagged a lot.”

			“Don’t talk so loud.”

			I could almost share this paranoia. I screw up my eyes: Flo didn’t come alone, I can make out eight shadows behind her, standing silent and still in the gloom. Samuel, Lucie, Vincent, Martha, Joachim, Thérèse, Paul, and Anne. They really do look like old folks. I sense they’re ready to charge back down the stairs of the footbridge if ever . . . If ever what? If ever I betray them? I’ve betrayed myself all on my own, guys. I promised the Very-Highs—all the Very-Highs of the supercontinent—that I’d bring Modeste back to them and return his gun to him.

			I lied.

			“Right, Flo. You wanted to talk about Claire. Have you got a lead?”

			“Yeah. And a big one.”

			She bites into a cockroach. This place must be crawling with them. Flo holds her chin high and proud, so unlike her chin that first time . . . There’s a defiance in that chin. In all of their chins. A train goes by under the footbridge, making our soles vibrate and casting a juddery light on everything. This racket, brief and sudden, makes the silence that follows even harder.

			Flo was sizing me up all the while, as if reappraising me. 

			“You’re not the same anymore.”

			“Neither are you.”

			“But you’ve still got the mug of an asshole.”

			“And you’re still a brat.”

			“The question is: what will you do next?”

			“With the lead?”

			“With Claire.”

			I’m asking myself the same question. Why find Claire? It isn’t a matter of Instinct. Or a matter of appetite, either. Quite simply, I have no choice. Or rather, the choice is already entirely made. Because Claire chose me. And she didn’t do it for my Instinct.

			Partners.

			If she’s just bait for the Very-Highs, a little maggot at the end of their line, then it’s her I choose to protect, not due to Instinct, but because I want to; I don’t even know if Claire needs to be protected, maybe she’ll protect herself perfectly well on her own, but what I do know, what I’m sure about, is that she was the first to see me, really me, only me, beyond my Instinct, long before I, in turn, saw her, and even if she doesn’t belong to me, even if she belongs to no one . . . 

			“I want to see her,” I reply. “Really her, only her.”

			 

			 

			 

			

			 

		

	
		
			JANUARY

			I’m scared

			I’ve always liked patterns. Tortoiseshell wallpaper, zebrastripe trousers, a spotted sweater, boxers with hearts, and anything that can be stuck on, pinned on, magneted on, maybe as a reaction, to go against the grain, because my father wanted clear surfaces, a son with not a hair out of place.

			I like patterns, but not verbs.

			For a long time, I just stood there, like a moron, feet sunk in the carpet, fiddling with my piercings, staring at the phone, after Goliath hung up on me. Or had hung up on me. Pluperfect, not perfect. I don’t like verbs, but I prefer them to be correctly conjugated.

			I waited in the Central Sector skyscraper. All day, I waited. For a ring, a bleep, a knock on the door, the ding of an elevator, a sound of Claire, any sound, even a badly conjugated verb. If there’s the slimmest chance of her returning, I must stay here and wait, keep waiting.

			I turn to look at the green screen of my videotex. Since I typed my last report to the Very-Highs, they’ve neither replied nor summoned me. Have I disappointed them?

			The rain has stopped, night has fallen. Night, but not complete darkness. Beyond the apartment’s windows, the town is twinkling with every lightbulb it has. Seen from here, on high, it seems almost peaceful, but if you look closer and listen, its streets are actually teeming with people, sirens are screaming, there are patrols everywhere, the flashing lights splash the river, and the world is clamoring for Claire.

			I switch the light on. The glitter ball turns the apartment into a disco party. Here, pattern-wise, I have my fill. Everything on the 69th floor bears Coco-Rudy’s stamp, starting with his life-sized portrait, arms out like a cross, eyes up to heaven, which hangs in the middle of the sitting room. I told you, Claire. It brings bad luck, living in a dead person’s home.

			Where are you?

			I lie down on the plush carpet. No. It’s me who brings bad luck, Claire, me who promised marriage to you at twelve years old, me who asked you to leave your mother and home, me who wanted you by my side, and me, again me, who didn’t know what to say to you on your fifteenth birthday, when you had the guts to tell me what I would’ve rather not heard. Without me, you wouldn’t have come to study in the South Sector, wouldn’t have found yourself mixed up in the Saint-Monde affair, and the Very-Highs wouldn’t have used you for . . . I don’t even really understand for what, in fact. Being their witness doesn’t make me their accomplice.

			I re-re-re-redial the number Goliath gave me. It rings into the void; he won’t be answering anymore.

			What did the Very-Highs of the South want from him? Why does it make me scared stiff? Since when have I feared the Very-Highs? They saved me. Truly saved me. If, when I reached twelve, Mom hadn’t put me on a train to take me far away from the North-Northeast Sector, from my father, from his endless imperatives—“come here,” “go there,” “fetch me that,” “stop moving”—sooner or later there’d have been the one verb too many. The Very-Highs of the South didn’t just save me. They spoilt me: soundproof headphones, a villa all to myself, plenty of videotexes (billed to them), access to the skyscraper, and almost total freedom. Free to pierce my nose, ears, tongue, every nook of my body. Free to shave half my hair off and dye the rest. Free to do, free to do nothing. 

			On just one condition.

			As usual, the sitting-room clock plays an electronic jingle on the hour, a ghastly sound like a musical greetings card, but at least it fills up the silence. It’s midnight. I run a hand over my badly brushed mohawk, then my badly shaved jaw. I’ve eaten nothing since yesterday; barely drunk.

			I grab the phone and dial a different South-Sector number. I let it ring twice, hang up, redial. Our code since forever, between Avril and me—a necessary code, otherwise neither of us would risk answering the phone. Not with our respective Instincts, though her range is much smaller than mine. And so, my cousin is quick to pick up.

			“Where is Claire?”

			Accusatory, her question.

			“I don’t know.”

			“You’re kidding. We had an agreement, January.”

			“I know.”

			“I stay with your mutt, you stay with Claire.”

			“I know.”

			“You were not to leave her.”

			“I know.”

			“She’s alone. She always was alone, all the time. With or without us. But still, that’s no excuse. You were supposed to stay with her.”

			Avril’s a very odd friend. Never a hello, a thank you, a kind word, a nice gesture. Since the two girls left the School for Confidants, she didn’t go once to see Claire giving a talk or doing a signing. She expected Claire to come to her. Always too much work at the office, she’d say, but hey, that never stopped her from ringing me in the middle of the night to bombard me with questions. I ought to give Avril a hard time. At first, it was just Claire and her, the landing neighbors, the classmates, the almost Siamese twins, while I was my father’s hostage, one flight of stairs up from them. A flight of stairs that Claire—Claire, not Avril—finally ended up climbing, when I know how much (but not why) she hates stairs. She did so for me. I was a pathetic little friend, sure, but Avril, no, Avril was no better.

			I’m too much of a coward to tell her that. So:

			“I know.”

			“You must find her, January.”

			“I know.”

			“It has nothing to do with work. No one cares that you’re the Very-Highs’ witness. You must find her, period.”

			“I know.”

			Another verb I don’t like. We never really know anything. Who actually wants to find Claire: us, or the We through us? Avril doesn’t know anything either. At any rate, she doesn’t know Claire’s secret. I suspect she did all she could, with her foul temperament and blaring heavy metal, so she never would have to know it.

			“Are you okay?” she finally asks.

			I smile in spite of myself. That’s why I always forgive my cousin everything. She’s a false tough nut; she deserves a sincere answer.

			“I’m scared. For Claire. For myself. For the We.”

			I hesitate.

			“I’m scared of the We, Avril.”

			Having said it, finally said it out loud, makes me even more scared. The receiver shakes in my hand.

			Avril’s breathing stops short. Like she’s holding back at the last minute. She swallows the imperatives that come to her—shut up, pull yourself together, have a rest—and takes time to choose her words carefully. Her verbs, mainly. She doesn’t like liking to listen; I don’t like liking to obey. At least we understand each other on that score.

			“It’s total mayhem here in the South Sector,” she says. “Since Claire’s disappearance was announced on the news, people have lost the plot. Yesterday at work, it’s all anyone was talking about, no kidding, no progress was made on a single file. And on the bus, people were becoming aggressive. I was cuffed by an old man for not giving him my seat. It’s like they’re having withdrawal symptoms. So, yeah, something’s seriously fucked up.”

			“Here too, it’s . . . ”

			A knock on the door. I forget Avril, even forget to hang up—my feet do it for me when, in my haste, they trip on the phone cable and pull it from the wall socket.

			Behind the door, it isn’t Claire, but a courier who’s running on the spot. I put my soundproof headphones straight back on. Abuse of an Instinct is a crime, sixth Instinct Principle, sure, but I’ve suffered that particular crime too many times, even if it is often accidental. The courier hands me an envelope before sprinting off.

			In the envelope, I find the visiting card of the Very-Highs of the Central Sector with, hastily written on it:

			“77th floor.”

			I press the button for the express elevator several times, but it plays hard to get. Must be overloaded with calls. I only have eight floors to tackle, it won’t kill me. But they still take it out of me, those stairs.

			There are others climbing them like me, and like me, wearing soundproof headphones. I’m not the only docile to have received this mysterious invitation.

			The 77th is an empty floor. There’s nothing there, neither furniture nor ornaments, and all that space stretches out pointlessly, under the light from the ceiling fixtures, between the load-bearing walls and the plate-glass windows. But there are many dociles there, far too many, in fact, and even the crowd we form, which keeps swelling, yes, even it isn’t enough to fill the place.

			I’m scared. I don’t want to be here, but I stay all the same.

			Because there’s just one condition.

			Around me, there are just waiting bodies, young and not so young, with the same questioning look in the eyes, the same resignation. We all bear the same mark, we all have the maximum range.

			The latest arrivals shunt the others forward. I find myself in the front row. For what?

			The elevator at the back, big as a room, opens onto a sofa. Seated on it is the old Cherub couple, hands crossed, eyes halfclosed. In their pajamas.

			I immediately take off my headphones, as do all the dociles surrounding me. Because since I was twelve, since I was saved from my own father, there’s been that one and only condition.

			“Listen.”

			

			The Cherub woman’s voice has risen up, reverberated, and amplified across the entire floor. The imperative electrifies my Instinct. It’s more potent than pleasure, it’s detestably delectable, I’m scared, it both wipes me out and galvanizes me.

			And so I listen. We listen. The We listens.

			“What you are going to hear here, tonight, never repeat it to anyone.”

			Beneath the pleasure, I’m scared. Only the Very-Highs are allowed to use the imperative to a docile, particularly to a multitude of dociles, but even they shouldn’t combine it with a “never.” It’s far too absolute, irreversible, an order I’d have only liked to receive from Claire, so as not to have to bear, as well as the shame of having run away, the responsibility of her secret.

			“There are traitors among the We. Sinners who want to be individuals, who scorn the blessing of Instincts, and who cravenly hide. But no one can hide forever from the We. We have waited. We have forced them to come out from the shadows. Today, we know how to find them.”

			Items are handed out to us that I only identify once mine is in my hand. A gun.

			I’m teeth-shatteringly scared.

			On the sofa, the Cherub woman goes quiet and slowly turns to the Cherub man. He yawns, scratches his balding head, and, for once, actually speaks:

			“Kill them.”

	
		

	
		
			WE WILL FIND YOU

	
			 

			 

				 

			Claire,

			You will soon know how much I hate you.

			M.

	
		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			At last, You

			“What is it, the obsession?”

			Madam X ignores my question. She’s driving but barely looking at the road. She has opened out a map on her steering wheel; her cigarettes burn holes in it as they’re smoked. I don’t know where she’s going and, even more concerning, she doesn’t seem to know herself. Since making me get into this rental car, she’s been driving round and round the Central Sector. Maybe to put off potential followers? Anyhow, she does seem to have a destination in mind. During twenty-four hours on the go, she’s agreed to stop only for meal and restroom breaks. On the other hand, she doesn’t talk much.

			I gobble up the tinned food that Madam X bought us in some obscure local grocery store. I don’t know what it is, but despite the label stating that it’s sanctioned, it tastes horrid. I leave not a scrap and am still hungry.

			“We’ve played the quiet game long enough,” I say, putting down my plastic fork. “I’ll keep asking my questions until you’ve answered me. So: the obsession, what is it?”

			Madam X exhales smoke through her nose, eyes riveted on her road map.

			“It’s like being confronted with a pimple on a nose. Or spinach stuck between teeth. Once you’ve noticed it, you see nothing else.”

			“And that’s what I am? A bit of spinach?”

			“What you’re becoming, young lady. Having said that, with all those cameras on you, all those people gawping at you every day for all these months, it’s hard for the We to continue to ignore you.”

			I grab the steering wheel to avoid us hitting a road sign.

			“And you? I don’t bother you?”

			“A little.”

			Madam X screws the map into a ball, throws it onto the back seat, then presses her palm to her paunch.

			“It makes me hungry and turns my stomach at the same time. It feels to me like a need.”

			“A need to do what?”

			“To bite you, I suppose. To chew you and eat you until each molecule of you is dissolved and absorbed by the We. But don’t worry, young lady, as long as I avoid ogling you too much, it’s bearable.”

			“Oh, well, that’s okay then.”

			Those protectors’ teeth are still a fresh memory; my ear protests whenever, out of habit, I tuck a strand of hair behind it.

			Madam X says nothing to reassure me. I feel like I’m at a real dead-end, facing a wall, but if she took all those risks to take me away, there must be an exit door somewhere. Something to be done. Someone to do it with.

			There’s no chance of getting my bearings through the windshield. The rain is forming blisters that the wipers burst with every sweep. I glance into the rearview mirror. I don’t get the impression we’re being followed, but it’s bedlam on the roads. There’s speeding and braking, furious hooting, cutting in front, and ignoring the safety distance. I know not everyone can embrace the path to sanctification, but all the same, this lot have been eating mad cow today.

			Madam X turns on the radio, only to turn it off just as fast. On the news, I’m all they ever talk about now.

			“There are some others, aren’t there?” I ask her.

			“Hmm?”

			“You knew about it. Not just about my lack of an Instinct. Not just about my not belonging to the We. You knew about my existence before meeting me. You know more about me than I do myself. Randomly: the obsession triggering. So, there are some others. Other Yous. Is it to them that you’re taking me? Is that it, your ‘hell of a surprise’?”

			“Yes and no. A bit yes but mainly no.”

			“Seriously?”

			She’s a tuning fork, this woman. Prolonged silence and when she finally deigns to utter a word, it’s always the same note.

			“Your Throne badge. Take it off.”

			Which I do. I’ve barely handed the badge to Madame X before she chucks it out the window, then hastily winds the window back up as rain splashes her cheek. This sacrilege, by the very hand of a demystifier, almost reassures me; it proves I’m dealing with the right people, the kind who are ready to do anything.

			“And so, the Claires affair, that’s you.”

			“Me and the network.”

			“The individualists?”

			“That’s rather simplistic, but if you want to call us that, please yourself. I prefer the label ‘damned nuisances’.”

			Madam X drives around a traffic circle several times before choosing an exit.

			“If it’s me you were searching for from the start, why all those Claires?”

			“We only had an age and a first name. That means many possibles on a supercontinent scale, but you’d been ruled out automatically. Strutting about in the spotlight, when you have no Instinct, that was daring.”

			“Most importantly, you had to find me! Who gave you my age and name?”

			“You’ll soon find out. It would be a shame to spoil your ‘hell of a surprise.’”

			“But what did you say to those other Claires? What shocked them all like that?”

			“The truth.”

			I’m exasperated, but I get the impression Madam X is also trying not to show her annoyance. She’s angry with me about something, but what?

			We’ve now stopped at a red light. The downpour has eased a little. I should get out of this car, find a phone booth, get in touch with Goliath, January, Avril, Mom, Dalila, anyone. I catch the eye of a little girl, not yet marked, who has suckered her lips on the back window of a minivan while her parents are having a row. As soon as she spots me, her eyes widen, her mouth gapes. I can hear her crying out.

			Madam X hits the accelerator, changes lane and weaves in and out of the traffic. Made me bite my tongue.

			“D’you think she recognized me?”

			“Her, I don’t know. The We, I’m sure of it. So be careful, young lady, and remember those protectors of yours.”

			The little girl could have derailed because of me? Just like that, merely from visual contact? But neither this thought, nor Madam X’s chaotic driving, succeeds in curbing my own appetite.

			“What can I do? To stop triggering the obsession.”

			“Once it’s started, it’s unstoppable. As long as you’re alive, at least. So, avoid looking directly at people. We’re nearly there.”

			Madam X switched on her indicator to take the next exit. No one lets her through, she has to force her way in and out. A few swerves further, she leaves the freeway. She concentrates on the signposts, hesitates between two roads, does the odd U-turn, keeps checking her watch. We drive through neighborhoods that are increasingly tagged, pass buildings that are increasingly neglected, and there are potholes in the asphalt.

			Madam X parks any old how.

			

			“We’re there. You don’t seem too stupid, but just in case, let’s get on the same page.”

			She opens her jacket and shows me a gun.

			“We’re your only chance. Outside, wherever you go now, it’s death that awaits you. I’m going to introduce you to some people who are keen to meet you and have answers to all your questions. So, follow me and avoid all eyes.”

			Madam X combs her gray hair back and puts her hat on. It’s barely raining now, but she hands me a cheap raincoat. It’s yellow and too tight for me, I look like a rubber duckie—quack, quack. I still automatically reach for my belt, where my personal stereo used to be. It’s back at the music hall, in pieces. I try not to think about all the rest that I’ve left behind.

			I’m waiting for you.

			“Pull your hood well down,” Madam X whispers. “As if you had headphones under it, as if you were listening to music. You have a confidant’s mark, continue to act as one. Where we’re going, you won’t need to pretend anymore.”

			“Modeste will find me. ‘Where we’re going.’”

			“Modeste?”

			“The Archangel who works for the Very-Highs of the South. His Instinct is programed to detect me. And to kill.”

			I never thought I’d have to use that particular name as a warning, but Madam X’s gun didn’t make a great impression on me. I’d have followed her without that, the threat really wasn’t necessary. But if I’d hoped to shock her, it failed, Madam X didn’t bat an eye.

			“Oh, that Archangel. Don’t worry about that, the network is already on the case. Sometimes, all it takes is bribing a nurse, releasing the safety lock at a nursing home, getting an old boy into a taxi, and the rest gently takes its course.”

			I can’t make head or tail of this answer, but I know she won’t give me any other one. I put up the hood of my raincoat. I cover not just my ears (ow, that bite), but also my eyes. I’m still thinking of that little girl, her gaping mouth, and I’m scared of triggering any more obsessions.

			I follow Madam X. The locals in this suburb switch sidewalks as soon as they clock her mark and suit. You don’t make trouble for a demystifier if you don’t want her to make trouble for you. This also means that, just being by her side, I’m in a blind spot.

			Madam X sits on a bench and, with a tap of her hand, indicates that I should do the same. A bus stop? Oh, correction, a bookmobile stop. Strange place for a meeting.

			I duly sit down. I have no choice anymore. And even if I did, I’d stay exactly where I am.

			Because there have to be other Yous.

			From deep under my hood, I snatch a few glances around me. You’d think it was a morning like any other. A hawker woman serves her soup to passers-by, garbage men collect the bins, a guy with the loving Instinct offers hugs all round, and youths on bikes distribute the local rag—with my face on its front page. In all directions, Instincts in action, religious fervor, model citizens.

			Apparently.

			Looking closer, the hawker is insulting her customers with every cup poured, the garbage men are yelling at each other, everyone is pushing away the hugger, and the youths are lobbing firecrackers into the mailboxes. Here, like on the road, people are potential pressure-cookers. By listening carefully, I realize they’re all bandying my name around. “Where’s Claire? What’s become of Claire? When’s Claire coming back?”

			“Here it comes.”

			Madam X stands up. The bookmobile arrives. Its front door opens onto the surprised smile of the driver. He’s wearing the striped sweater of the librarian.

			“Hey, well I never, some readers.”

			We get on. There’s no one else on board.

			“You’re my first of the day. Everyone’s really uptight, no one’s in the mood for reading. Even me, I’m all keyed up, don’t even know why.”

			I scan a few of the books on the shelves. Treasure Sector, Journey to the End of the We, The Bald Prima-Seraph, The Three Virtuouseers, The Red and the We, The Flowers of Good, Instinctive Liaisons. The great classics, basically.

			“I’m after a book that’s been recommended to me,” Madam X says. It’s Not Because an Idea is Brilliant that It’s Good.

			Sounds like a phony title. The librarian stays cool, but his eyes slide from Madam X’s white suit to my yellow raincoat, peer under my hood, lose their sparkle but gain in appetite. He’s recognized me. He swivels back to Madam X. He’s not smiling at all anymore and his eyelids are quivering. From the sweat beading his forehead, I can imagine the effort he’s making not to look at me again.

			

			“Is she what I think she is?”

			“Yes. Careful, she’s already triggering obsession.”

			He closes the door behind us, starts up the bookmobile and, without taking his eyes off the road, holds his hand out to Madam X.

			“Mister X. We’re going to find it for you, your book.”

			I stare at the haloed logo that’s stamped on the spines of all the books. Is this actually it, “the network”? That of the libraries? The very same libraries that function in the service of Instinct Admin? Oh, the sweet whiff of mutiny. When I think that I’ve been scouring the libraries across the supercontinent, and all that time, I was actually at the heart of the individualists’ organization . . . we definitely missed a big trick there.

			We drive along wastelands and canals. If, by any chance, the Very-Highs manage to trace me to that rented car, they won’t get any further.

			Mister X is himself struggling to focus on his itinerary.

			“I sure wasn’t expecting to drive around a celebrity,” he tells me, with forced breeziness. “It’s incredible to think that it was you all along! A fake confidant, well, that’s quite something! And what’s more, I adored your book.”

			“I didn’t write it.”

			“I adored it even so. But then, I adore all books, that’s what the Instinct wants. (Suddenly, he lets go of the steering wheel to pull off his sweater.) Cover her up. Please.”

			Madam X puts down the comic book she’s been flicking through in her corner of the bus and throws the sweater over my head.

			“Don’t remove it unless you’re authorized to.”

			Now I’ve really lost my bearings. I cling to whatever I can. The bookmobile is going faster than it should. Where are they taking me? I listen as hard as I can, but all I can hear is the books vibrating on the shelves. It feels interminable to me. We slow down. The creak of a security barrier rising. We drive again. We stop. The sound of doors opening.

			“Mind the step.”

			Madam X helps me off and pushes me forward. Despite the sweater over my face, I pick up a garage smell. A spring-hinged door. An echoing corridor. Another door. Another corridor. Outside, it was warm and damp; here, it’s cold and dry.

			“First time I’m visiting the HQ,” Madam X whispers to me. “Quite a thrill.”

			

			As for me, I keep my joy for later. The ground shudders. Steps charge towards us with a stomping of heels.

			“Visitors are not permitted. How can I help you? Do you have a mandate?”

			A woman’s voice. A woman who doesn’t allow herself to be intimidated by Madam X’s demystifier mark.

			“It’s not Instinct Administration that brings me here,” Madam X reassures her. “You could be forgers trafficking xylographic incunabula for all I care. I’m one of yours. Madam X, from the South Sector.”

			A silence. Maybe it’s hesitation.

			“Me, I am you,” the woman says.

			“But you,” Madam X responds, “you might not be me.”

			“Okay. Welcome here.”

			It sounds convincing.

			“And that, who’s that?”

			There’s a sharp tug on the sweater covering me. My bangs crackle with static electricity.

			The woman is two heads taller than me. The stature of a mountain. Usually, I can’t help but think of musical instruments, but in this case, nothing else comes to mind. This woman is a mountain, period.

			The room she’s standing in is just right for her. Massive. No natural light, everything running on electricity. Service elevators disgorge and swallow up monographs, reels of microfilm, vinyl records, and musical scores, which librarians in striped sweaters handle with the utmost care. A library? No, the woman said “visitors are not permitted.” More likely a reserve collection. All the sorting, encoding and scanning activities continue, irresistibly driven by the Instinct, but the faces are transfixed.

			All eyes have turned towards me, starting with those, penetrating and impenetrable, of the mountain. Head librarian, judging by her status. She bears the protectors’ mark, but this one is a rare kind, without scars or prostheses, endowed with an Instinct that would push her to prioritize saving books over lives.

			If I were to fold the corner of a single page within these walls, it’s me who’d end up in hospital.

			She scrutinizes me intently and her physiognomy, stony as it is, gradually betrays the attraction-repulsion I prompt in her. It isn’t my face on the posters that she recognizes; and it isn’t really me, either. I’m not really sure who she sees, but it’s wide of the mark, and the more gratified she seems, the emptier I feel.

			

			“At last, You.”

			The head librarian seizes my hand with a grip of stone. It’s then, yes, then that I understand that the trap has closed.

			And that in a way, I wanted it to.


		

	
		
			VERY-HIGH OF THE SOUTH

			Not as usual

			We retired at the same time, like every night, to our very large bed, in the room we have shared since the beginning, my own beginning, I have the youngest body of the four of us and all my memories are our memories, almost nothing remains to me of my former life, before being sent to the skyscraper of the Very-Highs of the South, and I’ve never left the place since, I’d come up with the formula for a vaccine that would save thousands of lives, I don’t remember it, the Instinct expressed itself through me, the three Seraphs took me in with them, the old lady was a little less old, the man and the woman have remained pretty much the same, they didn’t tell me their names, I’ve forgotten mine, I felt a connection forming between us, getting stronger by the day, I became us four, four skins, a single voice, Instincts that became One, when we speak, words are said that I don’t always understand, we follow the inspiration, we send someone here, someone there, we only provide addresses, sometimes it’s nearby, sometimes it’s very far away, we don’t even know why, but we know that the We knows and that’s enough for us, all that’s required is that the right person is in the right place at the right moment, it’s as simple as that, and we avoid lots of accidents, lots of contagions, lots of deaths, and we bring about lots of encounters, lots of births, lots of lives who save lots of other lives, and tonight, for the first time, I’m thinking of all that in our bed, I’m lying between the man and the woman who are asleep, I can hear the old lady sleeping, too, breathing heavily through her gaping mouth, but I’m not sleeping, I’m looking at our crystal chandelier, right up there, on the ceiling, it produces kind of sparks in the dark, and I don’t know what’s happening to me, to me and only me, the youngest of the four, we’ve always slept all together, at the same time, in the same place, and I’m not sleepy so I wait, I wait and I think, today everything was as usual, we ate the same dishes, wore the same clothes, saved plenty of lives, received plenty of calls, too, people are very edgy, everywhere, arguing at work, arguing with the family, sometimes even arguing all on their own, they hurt each other in spite of themselves, in spite of their Instincts, they run over pedestrians, forget to give food to their children and drink to the elderly, all that for Claire, because of Claire, people asked us where she is, they asked us to bring her back here, to the South Sector, and we told them to wait, they don’t know what we know, they don’t know who Claire really is, the four of us knew it as soon as we saw her, and the four of us, without speaking to each other, we knew what we had to do, what Modest would have to do, what those two would enable us to accomplish, as long as we waited for the right moment, that moment when Claire will lead Modeste to the traitors, after which Modeste will kill Claire and the We will kill the traitors, so that was it, we told people to wait, then we took tea in the air-conditioned garden on the 81st floor, and remained there without moving, we waited for Modeste, we didn’t speak to each other, we never speak between the four of us, the We speaks through us, and everything was almost as usual, except I don’t understand the almost, maybe it was my legs, they started to swing under the chair that’s way too big for me, and I looked at them for a long time, my legs, like I’m looking at the sparks from the chandelier right now, I was running while seated, but I’ve never run in my life, I’ve never played either, I don’t go to school, I’ve always done everything like the old lady, the man, and the woman, and their legs didn’t move under their chairs, and now they’re sleeping, and now I’m not sleeping, I’ve got pins and needles in my feet, we waited for Modeste for nothing, Modeste has disappeared, too, Modeste might come tomorrow, today becomes yesterday, the night passes slowly, that’s also not as usual, I’ve never found anything slow, the We doesn’t have time, it has all its time, the morning is coming through the curtains and I finally close my eyes, I must open them at the same time as the old lady, the man, and the woman, at the same time as the four of us, that’s it, we get up, we get washed, we eat our breakfast, we don’t speak to each other, I keep my legs still, but it’s hard, nothing has ever been hard, I look at the old lady over my bowl of cereal, she chews in silence, her hands shake, her legs don’t move, I feel old, too, old as the We, the man spreads his jam, the woman reads the newspaper, the dociles wipe our mouths, today we’re wearing thin turtleneck sweaters, well tucked into our trousers with suspenders, I feel restricted, I wonder if they feel restricted, too, I don’t ask the question, we never ask any, all four of us settle in the sitting room on the 82nd floor, each on our own chair, each with a telephone, the old lady, the man, and the woman dial numbers and give addresses, but not me, my Instinct has woken up, I feel the inspiration, but I don’t pick up the receiver, I look at the dial, I turn it with my finger every day, the We speaks through me to lots of people, I send them to places I’ve never been to, but no, this morning, I send no one anywhere, my legs are moving again under my chair, my Instinct is making my heart beat very hard and I understand that it’s me it wants to send somewhere else, I don’t know to which place, maybe to where Claire is, maybe to do what Modeste must do, maybe to kill her with my own hands, I stand up and the old lady, the man, and the woman watch me leave, their receivers in their hands, I don’t say goodbye to them, they don’t tell me to stay, we never say anything to each other, I leave, I don’t know for where, but I leave, I call the elevator, for far from the skyscraper I leave, it’s my turn to be the right person in the right place, to be a person period, to be me, me and my Instinct, me and the We, me without us four, and soon without Claire, and the door to the elevator opens, and it opens onto Modeste, and Modeste is holding a pocket knife, and . . . 

			

			 

			“His Instinct had gone awry. Yours fulfilled its duty.”

			“ . . . ”

			“Certainly, we were accustomed to you doing a tidier job. The cleaning team did make a few objections. A child, and a Seraph to boot, stabbed in our own elevator, actually within the holy of holies, that doesn’t make a good impression. Is that a fishing knife?

			“ . . . ”

			“We don’t take offense, Archangel, only the Instinct decides. Another Seraph will take his place one day. We were waiting for you. You’re not looking that great. Is that your own blood on your clothes? We will look after you. We sent the protector out to look for you. Goliath. It’s him who has your gun.”

			“ . . . ”

			“So, he didn’t return it to you. Maybe he got lost on the way. Desertion is a serious offense, he’ll have to expect a proportional sentence. We are giving you a new gun. A gun that we have blessed specially for you.”

			“ . . . ”

			“Yes, just one bullet in the barrel. Just one bullet for just one target.”

			“ . . . ”

			“Come now, you should know that we know everything. The day you appeared before us, right here, on the 82nd floor, we knew what your true destiny was. And the day when you brought Claire to us from the Saint-Monde, right here, on the 82nd floor, we knew what she was. Do you yourself know who Claire is? Do you really know, Archangel? We, since time immemorial, have known that. Claire is a necessary evil. Just as you are a necessary good. If you haven’t yet killed Claire, Archangel, it’s because the We has a plan. A plan that we have favored as best we can.”

			“ . . . ”

			“You will go to the Central Sector. On the freeway, with a good driver and no stops, you will get there in time. Make the most of it to get some sleep, you really aren’t looking great. Once there, the Instinct will guide you to Claire. And you, you will guide our Instincts to the traitors, who must answer for their sins. You know better than anyone what all this has cost us, those lives lost, but for each of them, Archangel, we will take the life of a traitor and total equilibrium will be restored.”

			“ . . . ”

			“Do you have any questions, Archangel?”

			“One. Where can I wash my hands?”


		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			What’s the point?

			I’ve spent half my life within the walls of the School for Confidants, between double glazing and padded doors, no sooner opened than closed again, and with teachers who only questioned us with chalk, classmates who only answered by Post-it note, a quiet, unobtrusive existence, wearing of headphones obligatory, forever rewinding the same cassettes, away from any echoes of the world.

			My new prison isn’t making me nostalgic.

			I’ve been locked in the photocopying room, tied to a chair, blindfolded, and just left in limbo. My identity was checked—Where were you born? What is your date of birth? Who marked you? Where were you educated?—before being just left in limbo again. I’ve had a few visits, click unbolted, click re-bolted, but no answer to my questions.

			At one moment, click unbolted, someone asked someone else:

			“Is it her?”

			There was a lengthy hesitation during which I sensed, despite my blindfold, that I was being studied from a distance.

			“Hard to say. I believe it is.”

			A masculine voice, young, sullen. Familiar? When have I already heard that boy? He, at any rate, seems to have recognized me.

			Click re-bolted. Alone again.

			Since then, I’m back in limbo. Where is Madam X? Where is the head librarian of this reserve collection? And, above all, where are the Yous? I struggle against my ties. I’ve been told nothing, not a single thing, and it’s starting to make all my hair stand on end.

			I’m hungry.

			Click unbolted. I’m finally being freed.

			“You may remove your blindfold. Just avoid the eyes of others.”

			The head librarian stands before me and invites me to follow her. The stripes on her sweater are more like geological strata. I’m stout, sure, but we’re competing in totally different categories, this mountain and me. She could drag me to the other side of the building by my ear.

			Let’s go, then.

			The librarians we encounter on the way all refrain from looking at me, but they ostentatiously stick their middle finger up at their superior, while firmly striking the crook of the same arm. Too solemn to be insolent, it’s more like a military salute.

			The first time Goliath and I met Scales and Gavel, they showed us that old photograph of the individualists of the South Sector with the manager of the Saint-Monde beside them. They were all doing the same provocative gesture to the photographer.

			A few corridors later, we get into an elevator. It’s the old-fashioned kind you find in grand hotels or shopping arcades; you can see everything outside it. The head librarian starts it with something that reminds me of a harp-tuning key. The last thing I want to think of right now, at this precise moment, is my mother. Don’t attract attention. Well, it sure is long gone, our good old rule.

			We descend slowly to the bowels of the building. A glance at the floor indicator. Level -1, -2, -3, -4 . . . just endless basements. At each one of them, the trap tightens. For the first time, I’m missing stairs. I pull up the zipper of my raincoat; I’m feeling increasingly cold. There’s a thick smell of underground carpark here, a sense of watertightness. The premises must be protected from flooding. Through the elevator gate, I glimpse miles of shelves snaking up the walls. Hundreds of thousands of books rising to high cement ceilings. Some must date back to the beginning of printing. The storemen, an astonishing number of them, push carts in the dim the light of the security lamps. A mine-like atmosphere.

			So, yes, I was right, this is definitely a reserve collection.

			Our descent stops at the penultimate level. We cross a series of restoration workshops, where teams are busy cleaning, assembling, pasting, restitching, and waxing the damaged bindings. But that’s not all. From under the edge of my hood, I glimpse handmade weapons and bottles of gasoline in crates. There are some very strange goings-on in these basements.

			Men, women, youngsters, the elderly wander around in silence. Their blank expressions strike me. I spot some who have scratched their own mark so it’s unrecognizable. They’re not all librarians, surely? No one speaks to anyone, but everyone exchanges the middle finger and elbow strike. Generations and generations of anarchists, in the four corners of the supercontinent, linked by one and the same truth.

			A truth for which I’ve been waiting for months, a lifetime. I’m now in a dreadful hurry.

			The head librarian beckons the workshop chiefs over and whispers in their ears. There are snatched glances at me, like fingers swiftly withdrawn from a flame. We all gather in the lamination room, a select group—door locked.

			

			Madam X is already there, pacing around. She, too, seems to have been waiting a long time. The “Strictly no smoking” sign must drive her crazy. She takes her hands out of the pockets of her jacket (no longer very white) and shakes one hand after another.

			“Madam X.”

			“Madam X.”

			“Mister X.”

			“Madam X.”

			“Mister X.”

			The workshop chiefs have sat around the U-shaped table cluttered with rolls of sticky tape, rulers, craft knives, and scissors. The head librarian lords it in the middle, towering and massive. Madam X (mine) has sat on a chair to one side, arms and legs crossed. The neon lights flicker.

			So here I am, standing in front of a uniformed tribunal: apart from Madam X, mine, they’re all sporting the librarian’s striped sweater. Expressions are solemn, no one looks at me, but yes, I do observe them, I observe their marks, more varied than their get-up, the marks of protectors, repairers, informers. Most importantly, I can tell they’re all authentic, that they all possess an Instinct; an Instinct they disapprove of, but an Instinct all the same, an Instinct that links their lives to the books they preserve, restore, and recommend. I’m starting to wonder if I haven’t been cheated in some way.

			“First and foremost, Claire,” the head librarian dives in, focusing on a point above my head, “you should know that we go back a long way. Not as far back as Instinct Administration, certainly, but respectably far back. Anti-Instinct thinking has always existed. Our organization itself was formed from the day that one of us—a librarian, I mean—came across an old penitentiary register. The register that you looked at when our little virus was activated.”

			“The ‘You 86’,” I say.

			From the top of her mountain, the head librarian barely bats an eye.

			“Oh, of course, you didn’t have access to the entire document. It describes in detail the vivisection carried out on a young boy. Cut open from head to navel. Alive, then, until he ceased to be so. We don’t know what Instinct Administration was looking for inside. They didn’t find his Instinct, at any rate. And that is how we, we librarians, discovered the existence of the Yous. And that is why we decided to search for them independently of Instinct Administration. Everyone has a library card: we have an excellent database at our disposal. Since then, we have extended our network to some amiable collaborators, irrespective of their Instincts.

			On her chair, Madam X tips her hat.

			These preliminaries are exasperating me.

			“Where are the other Yous?”

			I’m in no position to demand anything whatsoever. I’m in a basement, surrounded by strangers, in a building to which the public has no access, I don’t even know where in the Central Sector, far from the ears and eyes of the Very-Highs. No one will come to save me if things turn sour.

			On the other hand, I bear the toothmarks of my ex-bodyguards, my raincoat is tight against my stomach, these neon lights are giving me a migraine, my pumps are killing me so much I could scream, I’ve got a toe being strangled by a hole in my tights, I’m hungrier than ever, and I’m all in, which must be obvious from my labored breathing: on the other side of the table, there’s finally a response.

			“So. We have bad news, good news, and news . . . er . . . of which we can’t yet properly assess all the potentialities.”

			The head librarian speaks, the others approve; they all look at me sideways, as if afflicted with a squint.

			“You are a You, Claire. We have been actively searching for you for months. For years, in fact, but something totally unexpected occurred—I’ll return to it later, you’ll see, it’s startling—something that meant that we obtained your name from a source that couldn’t be more reliable. Only your first name. And in a certain way, your age, too, I’ll return to that, too. We called on the entire network to approach all the Claires in the supercontinent. It was one failure after another. Until today.”

			The head librarian observes a brief silence, during which Madam X tips her hat again.

			“We obviously followed your rise on the news bulletins, and maybe the unreasonable infatuation surrounding you should have got us thinking, but never would we have thought that . . . how can I put it? I’m not sure you can gauge the enormity of the situation. That you have reached here, alive and well, after strutting about in every Sector, yes, we can state that it’s a veritable little miracle. In short, all this to tell you, Claire, that you are a You, a person excluded, disowned, an intruder of the most authentic kind, that you will be so until you die, and that we had to suffer some collateral damage to find you before the We did.”

			

			“Was that the bad news?”

			“No way, that was the good news.”

			I feel instantly disillusioned. Mustn’t ask for the other news.

			“You must understand, Claire, that there isn’t a single librarian here who wouldn’t be prepared to sell his or her Instinct to be in your skin. Instincts subjugate us. They decide instead of us what is good, not for oneself, never for oneself: always for the We. Good doesn’t exist. Neither does love. They are mirages, an organic chemistry that enables the preservation, the expansion, and the cohesion of a far bigger entity. And the funniest thing? The We is conscious of nothing. Neither of us, nor of itself. It is nothing but a tentacular survival instinct. You are freer, Claire, than all of us combined.”

			One of the neon lights packs up for good, reducing the light in the room. The eyes of the workshop chiefs, impassive at their table, flit around me like flies without ever settling on me. Free, free, it’s easy to say.

			“Where are the others?”

			My voice sounds hard to my own ears.

			The head librarian clicks her fingers. Someone plugs in a cathode-ray TV, while I’m given a case.

			“It’s for you.”

			“For me?”

			“For you and for you alone.”

			I open the case. A video cassette? On the label I read: “No title [video recording]/ written and made using non-disclosed information.—[S. l. : s. n., n. d.].—1 video cassette [VHS] (6 min): PAL color.”

			A catalogue entry. And not any old one. The very one that raving-mad fellow was reciting to me at the bus stop, before I set off on tour. I put the cassette into the recorder, quick-quick, don’t think, don’t back away, see it through, to be done with it so that I, myself, can finally, really begin.

			A few streaks sweep across the TV screen, then stabilize. The video shows a room I recognize with no difficulty. It’s the one I’m in right now. In a corner, up top, the camera’s date stamp goes back almost twenty years.

			A young female protector, tall and strapping, places a chair in shot. She’s wearing the librarian’s sweater. She, too, I recognize without difficulty. It’s the head librarian before she became head librarian, minus a few geological strata. She moves out of shot. Later, she reappears with an old man on her arm. She helps him to sit on the chair, then offers him a glass of water, which he declines.

			When he raises his head towards the camera, out of breath, I get a shock. He doesn’t bear a mark. He’s a You. The first, apart from myself, that I’ve ever seen in my life. He’s covered in scars; bites, some old, others recent.

			“Is it recording?”

			His question sounds hoarse. He’s supplied with an oxygen cylinder. The timer rolls on while he gets his breath back. Slowly, he sits up in his chair and looks me straight in the eye. I hold my breath.

			“If you’re watching this video,” the old man says in a lugubrious tone, “it means three things. The first is that I’m dead. The second is that you’ve succeeded me. The third is that you’ve lived long enough to watch this. Allow me not to congratulate you.”

			I’m still not breathing. What on earth have I succeeded as?

			“Yes, yes, I know,” the old man sighs. “I had the same expression as you, presuming, of course, that you’ve not been told anything yet, on the day when I understood how all this works. Let me guess . . . ”

			He lays his hands on his knees and leans towards the camera, until I can see the pores on his nose.

			“You looked for them, hey? You came to the conclusion that you couldn’t be an isolated case, hey? You looked for them, those other Yous, and you didn’t find them, hey? I’ll save you some time: you won’t find them. Ever. Because you see, there has only ever been just one You at a time.”

			The only one. I am the only one. I don’t move in front of the screen. I stand firm, steady on my legs; inside, I’m tumbling down.

			The old man looks deep into my eyes, across almost two decades, and shakes a skeletal hand.

			“Above all, don’t go seeing this as some kind of reincarnation, of transmission, or some such nonsense. You are not a new me, we don’t have, and never will have, any connection. As soon as a You dies, another is born somewhere else. Two Yous have never co-existed. We are nothing but an exception to the rule. It’s as simple as that.”

			I sink from basement to basement, I just keep falling, not a depersonalization attack, no, just an endless plummet, my substance collapsing in on itself, I’m a measly particle suspended in the middle of a great big void, another neon light that’s about to go out. I’m offering you the void, the manager of the Saint-Monde had promised.

			I am the only one.

			“That’s not all. The life expectancy of a You is greatly reduced. Because for each You that’s born, a You killer is also born.”

			I wanted answers, now I want this old man to shut up. He’s basically telling me that I created Modeste. No, it’s far more hideous than that. I created Modeste’s Instinct. By my mere arrival in this world. I get the prize for the worst big sister in all of history.

			“My good fortune,” the old man continues (and his voice plows relentlessly into me), “is that I was able to kill mine before being killed by him. My good fortune, yes, but certainly not that of the We. Do you know what happens, dear successor, when a You keeps him- or herself alive for a long time within the We? He or she interferes with the We. Sends the We offkilter. Instincts go awry all over the place, but mainly around the You. A disease: that’s what we are. A disease of which the We vainly attempts to be cured. If you’re listening to me, then you have also been saved before the We purges itself of you. I don’t know how old you are, but it probably means that, in your present, the We is about to become even sicker than it was while I was alive.”

			He’s breathless, racked with coughing. This time, he doesn’t turn down the glass of water offered to him. His eyes, already elsewhere, don’t return to the camera anymore, but he continues in a reedy voice:

			“The longer a You lives, the more he or she triggers the obsession. The more a You triggers the obsession, the more the We is poisoned. All that I am telling you today, I learnt it from the network of librarians, from the research we undertook here, and the experiments we carried out together. I spent almost my entire existence cloistered in this basement, to contain the effects of my obsession-triggering, but take my word for it, I derailed more than one Instinct.”

			He lightly touches the trace of a still-fresh bite on his cheek, and turns to his right, where I presume the young version of the head librarian is standing.

			“You witnessed that, my dear. You feel the effects every day, despite all the precautions taken. Yes, I can see it in your eyes, which you avert as best you can: you want to eat me. You all do. Having been unable to kill me cleanly, the We in you wants to devour me. Well, good news, I’m tired of existing. You’ll be able to give free rein to your appetite and the world will be able to forget me.”

			He looks up at the camera, towards me, one last time.

			“It will soon be your turn.”

			The image freezes on the old man’s face. End of the video.

			I don’t feel like crying. I feel dry, and dirty, and weary, and I’m the only one. I’m angry with Madam X for having taken me away from my semblance of a life. I was crazy to have done that tour. I distanced myself from my mother, from Avril, from my few loved ones. I lost Goliath on the way. I ran away from everything just to discover that the person I was searching for will never exist at the same time as me—and that I’ll end up, sooner or later, a victim of cannibalism.

			The head librarian offers me a glass of water just as her former self had to the former You.

			“You are a rare commodity, Claire. That was the bad news. This one,” she says, indicating the frozen image of the old man, “wasn’t easy to find.”

			I spill half my water on the floor. Impossible to swallow anything at all. My hand is shaking. I can’t stand the mere presence of the men and women around me. Their evasive eyes freak me out. I focus on the pile of freshly laminated books. All I see is the air bubble that’s ended up trapped on one of them.

			“Come, come, don’t weaken now. The truth puts us to the test, the feeble-minded can’t take it. You’re not feeble-minded, Claire, are you?”

			“What’s the point? Where’s the sense in all this?”

			My voice is as insubstantial as I am. All my fat, my rind, my triple layers, that junk food I stuffed myself with for years, they all make no difference.

			The head librarian and workshop chiefs break into the same smile.

			“The sense? There is none. All is absurd: the We and the Yous. What distinguishes you, Claire, is that at least you don’t have an Instinct to make you believe the opposite.”

			They rise from their chairs, as does my Madam X. Me, I carry on falling.

			“You are welcome among us. We sheltered the last You well from Instinct Administration, here in our basements. We’re offering you the same protection. Of course, we’ll have to take a few precautions so as not to succumb to the temptation of the obsession—yet another stratagem of the We that looks through us. We have a lot to learn from each other, mutually.”

			They seem ready to crack open the champagne. I have nothing to teach anyone. I’m the only one. I’m alone. Totally alone.

			“And what if I want to leave?”

			No one looks at me, no one answers me; they all smile. Madam X stays hidden behind her dark glasses. Of course they won’t let me leave. Not after all I’ve seen and heard here. I think again of the weapons being made just nearby, of all the individualists who live and move around in these basements, of the ground floor up there, all the way up there, and of that elevator key that the head librarian keeps deep in her pocket. This reserved collection is a worse trap than the Saint-Monde.

			But in any case, what awaits me up there, apart from death?

			The head librarian makes a sign to one of the workroom chiefs, who slips out of the room. Then she advances in my direction, eclipsing the neon lights; my notion of self-defense would be futile against this mountain. In which of her pockets is the key to the elevator? The last pocket, inevitably.

			She looks far away, very far away above me.

			“And now for the final piece of news. The one of which we can’t yet properly assess all the potentialities. The one that enabled us to find out your name. The one we had the pleasure of sharing first with all the other Claires. News that I deem to be pretty good. Excellent, even.”

			After a very lengthy silence, the door opens again. The workshop chief is back. And accompanied. A young man enters the lamination room with a flash of jewelry and a swish of leopard-print coat.

			He doesn’t smile, but his eyes get right inside me. I recognize his mark at the same time as his face. It was him in the photocopying room; his, the familiar voice.

			It can’t be.

			Madam X tips her hat, knowingly. Well, as surprises go, this sure is one hell of a surprise.

			“We are facing a case without precedent,” the head librarian comments. “Claire, I have the honor and joy of announcing to you that you are now a contagious disease. I’m not talking about derailing, oh no, it’s far more sensational than that. I’m presenting to you a brand new You. A You who lost his Instinct from one day to the next and never found it again. Because of you, Claire. And we’re not talking small fry, if you please.”

			The young man refrains from intervening, his lips tight, his eyes deep in mine. All I can do is stare wide-eyed. The other You I’ve been searching for from the start. So he well and truly exists then.

			And it’s Coco-Rudy.

			The head librarian places a massive, possessive hand on my shoulder.

			“See how he’s remained young and in perfect health. No more Instinct and not a wrinkle! He is but the beginning. The proof, Claire, that you are going to destroy the We. And liberate us all.”

			 

		 
		

	
		
			GOLIATH

			Claire did that

			Frankly, when I climbed into this van, saved from the junkyard, patched up by my parents, tires pumped rock-hard and motor boosted to death, and then left the South Sector at 3:00 A.M. with Claire as the sole destination and Flo and her gang the only crew, yeah, right then I realized that I’d officially become an outlaw and was about to live the most improbable adventure of my life.

			I’m bored stiff.

			For hours now, we’ve been driving at top speed without saying a word, packed like sardines. I’ve already emptied my mother’s flask, eaten my father’s cookies. We’re sweating like pigs despite the open windows, which are also making Flo’s braids swirl. She’s appropriated the front seat, flipflops pressed to the windshield while her thumbs hammer a games console. Anne-and-Paul-the-drivers are sitting on top of each other, goodness knows how, to hold the steering wheel together. They look at each other more than at the road, without smiling or kissing, just like that, gazing into each other’s eyes, wrinkly as oldies; I’m not even sure they’re licensed, but must admit, their Instincts are driving us smoothly, not easy with all the reckless drivers we’re having to put up with and the number of accident victims stranded on the edge—beyond my Instinctive range, thank goodness in a way, or I’d have been capable of jumping out the moving van to go help them. On the front bench, Samuel-the-healer is sleeping against the shoulder of Vincent-the-calculator. Me, I’m stuck on the middle bench between Lucie-the confidant, nose pressed to the window, and Joachim-the-verifier, who keeps fiddling with the bolts on my prostheses every ten minutes. Surrounded by all this white hair, I feel like I’m on an old folks’ outing.

			I’m the only one with my seat belt on.

			“You still haven’t told me what it was, your lead.”

			No one replies to me, but there’s some heavy sighing throughout the van. Lucie pushes her glasses back up her nose and increases the volume on her portable stereo to protect her Instinct from my loud voice. To protect herself from me, Goliath-the-protector.

			“Hey. I risked my life for all yours in the Saint-Monde.”

			“We remember, yes. Thanks all the same.”

			I crane my neck towards the back bench. Was it Thérèse-thefeeder or Martha-the-repairer who blurted that out? The two are vaguely dozing, eyes half-open.

			

			Nothing like ex-untraceables to help trace another one. That’s what I was thinking as I set off with all of them.

			“Oh, great. No getting away from it, we make a fine team. Claire’s abductors just need to behave themselves.”

			“She might have consented.”

			Flo has flipped round like a pancake on the front seat to face me. I realize that, at the slightest brake, she’d be through the windshield back first.

			“Your seat belt, jeez!”

			“We don’t yet know if Claire really was abducted,” Flo continues, unperturbed. “We don’t even know why all that stuff’s going on around her. But what’s certain is that if Instinct Admin gets its hands on her, it’ll end very badly for her. We’ve just crossed the Central-South Sector border. We’ve got quite far now. We will share it with you, our lead, but we warn you, asshole, if you chicken out, if you lecture us, if you even think of telling anyone, or whatever, we’ll dump you at the next highway rest area, with no phone or anything, and you’ll make your own way back to the Very-Highs’ apron strings.”

			I’m gutted. Is that really what Flo thinks of me? That I’d be ready to sell her, sell all nine of them, to impress my superiors?

			“You’re talking to a deserter. Out with it.”

			Flo looks at Vincent who looks at Samuel who looks at Joachim who looks at Martha who looks at Thérèse. Anne and Paul look at each other. Lucie turns off her personal stereo and looks at me. A pile-up of looks.

			I’m handed a folded piece of paper. I unfold it, trying not to tear it with my prosthetic fingers. It’s a printed map of the East Sector and the neighboring sub-Sectors. I notice nothing noteworthy. Just a date from the start of the year.

			“Er. Okay?”

			I’m handed another piece of paper. It’s the same map with, this time, a lot of little crosses drawn in pencil. The date is more recent.

			“Is that it?”

			“The crosses,” Flo says, “they’re people. People whose Instincts have gone haywire.”

			I’m flabbergasted.

			“Derailments?”

			“Yup.”

			“Like the manager of the Saint-Monde?”

			“Yup, like him.”

			

			I’m handed other pieces of paper. Maps of each Sector: clear at the start of the year, riddled with crosses from then on. My heart is racing. I saw Modeste obliterating plenty of anomalies, but even when I had my most serious doubts, yes, even then, I could never have envisioned this.

			“Who handed this info over to you?”

			“Oh, we helped ourselves. We hacked here and there.”

			That’ll teach me for asking dumb questions. Another question hits me, not dumb at all, this one.

			“What caused this?”

			“Claire.”

			Flo, Vincent, Thérèse, Samuel, Lucie, Martha, Joachim, Paul, and Anne answered in unison.

			“Just look at the dates. They’re those of her tour. We’re not saying she does it on purpose, but there it is: all the Instinct derailments occurred after she’d visited. Why? How? That we don’t know, either. And of course, nothing in the newspapers, nothing on TV. It was all hushed up, nice and quickly. And it’s possible they weren’t even all recorded. And that’s not all, asshole. We were hacked, too. We got hit by a virus that made no sense to us, but that Claire, before leaving on her tour, did seem to understand. As if it concerned her personally. She has a secret, Claire, and it’s a big one. We think it’s linked to her disappearance.”

			My eyes, eyebrows, everything widens. We will find You. Claire told me that those murmurs were addressed to her, and her alone. I stare at the pages covered in crosses. Claire did that. The jolting of the van and backfiring of the exhaust pipe are giving me a migraine. Claire did that. I repeat it to myself several times so it really sinks in. Claire did that. I think of the fisherman surrounded by the dead fish, of his father who’ll die alone in his nursing home. Claire did that.

			And I suddenly realize that it’s not true.

			When the manager of the Saint-Monde was just about to roast us alive, himself included, it was her hand that Claire held out to him. I’m offering you the choice. It wasn’t her who was holding the gun. It wasn’t even Modeste. It was the We. For me who’s always too quick to judge, it would certainly have taken some time to dare to question it, this impersonal force that uses my body to protect everything but me, that fallible will that couldn’t save my brother and to which I sacrificed my arms. I refuse to sacrifice Claire to it, too.

			I crumple up the maps.

			

			“I must find Claire before the Very-Highs do. Do you have a plan to get to her? That virus of yours, do you know where it comes from?”

			This is actually the first time I’ve seen Flo smile, but I’m getting used to shocks.

			“No idea. But according to our latest research, the Very-Highs are setting up a major operation in the Central Sector. It’s there that everything will happen, and maybe even that everything will end. So that’s where we going. Trouble is, it’s still far too vast to rake through. Got to narrow it down.”

			I rack my brains.

			“The libraries.”

			“The libraries?” Flo repeats.

			“I talked about it with Avril . . . a confidant who works at the legal department. In the Claires affair, the victims all have that in common: their library card. They were either on their way to a library, or coming back from one, in each case. Bet this prosthesis on it, there’s a link.”

			Flo’s smile becomes fierce.

			“Okay, then we’ll target the libraries in the Central Sector.”

			She turns to Paul and Anne.

			“Stop at the next service station. Need to find a phone directory. And fill up. And buy popcorn.”

			We wind up all the windows. 

			I’m stunned at the length of the lines at the gas pumps. In the carpark, cars and heavy trucks are parked any old how. Everyone’s shouting at everyone else, but you can’t hear why. It’s summer, it’s the weekend, it’s hot, sure, but all the same. In our van, there’s a smell of fear. Lucie turns her personal stereo back on. The others bite their nails, their lips, nervously. It’s hardly the toxic vibe out there that’ll reconcile them with humankind.

			I unfasten my seat belt.

			“Get to the pump ASAP. I’ll go find us a phone directory.”

			I pull on the mechanic’s overalls my parents gave me. To hide my prostheses, my badge, myself, not to mention the gun I’m lugging around in my ankle holster, having failed to return it to Modeste. The real look of a deserter. I daren’t imagine the expression my old Head, at the School of Protection, would have on her face if she saw me.

			There’s a line outside the service-station store, too. I don’t have much cash on me, but I’d rather avoid using my bank card. It’s baking in the sun. I feel weird. Around me, people are hurling insults back and forth about bodywork scratches.

			

			They really are as wound up as cuckoo clocks.

			I try not to think it, but think it all the same: Claire is doing this. In spite of herself.

			On a bench, a radio keeps repeating an appeal for witnesses and promising a reward for any information on her disappearance. I remember the Very-Highs in my room. It’s not so much her they want to find as those who are with her. And me, I’m up to my neck in my own shit, and don’t have a plan for getting Claire out of hers.

			I feel really weird.

			I finally get into the store. I walk on a mulch of cookies, sandwiches and coffee. The shelves are being stripped by bikers and families: they’re wolfing stuff down on the spot without paying a dime. An employee snatches a little girl’s bag of candies to pour them down his gullet. I even see a Virtuous woman glugging all the orange juice from a wholesale container, almost choking herself.

			What the . . . 

			Those who aren’t guzzling are tearing down all the store’s posters: “Consume sugar and salt in moderation,” “Caution on the road,” “Take driving breaks,” “Save your life, save lives.” Instead, after dipping their fingers in sauces, they write the same murmur on the walls:

			WE WILL FIND HER WE WILL FIND HER WE WILL FIND HER WE WILL FIND HER WE WILL FIND HER WE WILL FIND HER WE WILL FIND HER WE WILL FIND HER WE WILL FIND HER WE WILL FIND HER.

			Oh, jeez.

			I head straight for the phone booth, grab a directory, and turn back.

			It’s not me that feels weird. It’s my Instinct. It’s flickering in my veins, waking up. A threat is imminent. Someone’s about to put someone else in danger. Everyone’s about to put everyone in danger. There’s shouting and shoving and looting. I run from the fulminating folks in line, this is total madness. A row gets out of hand at a gas pump. A madman sets fire to a trash can. The service station screams.

			My panic instantly disappears; I’ve been overtrained for this. I open my mouth wider than ever to hold the directory with my teeth. I grab an extinguisher, remove the safety pin, lower the lever and press the release button. I put out the flames then charge towards the van, where Flo has just filled up.

			I throw the directory to her.

			“Let’s go!”

			Drivers block our way. Anne and Paul hoot the horn. Bad idea: fists pound our van in response, keys scratch our windows, a filthy finger scrawls back-to-front letters that I read with ease. WE WILL FIND HER. We lock whatever we can. A swing of the steering wheel, a swerve! We crash through a barrier, drive over a stretch of lawn, teeter at the edge of a ditch. Then suddenly, we’re back on the highway; by what miracle, I really don’t know.

			What’s more, we left without paying. And without popcorn.

			 

	 
		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			Let’s be methodical

			The fizzing of aspirin.

			I struggle to half-open my eyes, my eyelids have doubled in size. You’re facing me, glass in hand. In tight leather from head to toe, as if about to get back on stage. The basement lightbulbs make all your chains glint. Like me, you’re no longer wearing your Throne badge. I’ve never resembled the Claire in the posters; you don’t resemble the Coco-Rudy in the posters, either. You seem to have shrunk.

			I eye the aspirin you’ve got ready for me.

			“Do I look that terrible?”

			“Pretty much, yeah.”

			Are you joking? Your voice, it’s so monotonous . . . No intonation. The same note in the same octave. The voice of a born singer whose Instinct has been removed.

			Because of me? Really?

			I accept the aspirin. Must have slept fifteen minutes max. After all my insomnia, I’ve forgotten how to do it. But I still need a moment to get myself together. We’re in the very bottom basement of the reserve collection. An actual little apartment specially for the Yous. Carpet, lightbulbs, and books everywhere, but also a bar, two fridges, a treadmill, a bathroom, comforters and cushions galore. The sweater I’ve been lent keeps me warm. A luxurious prison with no stairs, no phone, no way out. The only exit is via the elevator at the end of the corridor, and, without the special key, it can’t be called.

			Nothing reaches us from ground-level, all the way up there; nothing, either, from the basements above ours, and yet I know they’re all busy sorting, classifying, laminating, archiving, restoring, cataloguing, microfilming, carrying up and down crates of books, in between producing home-made weapons.

			“How many Yous have there been here?” I ask. “Before the two of us and the one in the video?”

			“Don’t ask me. I’m their guest, not an initiate.”

			You shrug your shoulders. Mine are aching. I dozed off in front of the TV and I’m still as upright as when I first sat down. My fingers are clenched around the remote. Whatever the channel, whatever the Sector, the reports are the same: breakages, vandalism, accidents, mass hysteria, calls to order. The escalation of events since my disappearance staggers me. In each photo, each video, I search—with fear in my belly—for familiar faces.

			

			I’ll wait for you. He mustn’t. Goliath must forget me. Mom, Avril, January, Florence, all those who ever crossed my path, must. If I could, I’d try to forget myself, too. Then maybe I’d finally stop triggering obsession?

			You comment, wryly:

			“Sure looks like the world’s falling apart.”

			“The Very-Highs overexposed me in the media.”

			I’m as honest as I can be. You just shrug your shoulders again. Are you angry with me? Yesterday, when we were brought down to this basement, you shut yourself away in your room without saying a word to me. An old recording immediately filtered out through the door—your voice, at the time when your Instinct magnified it. While I overdosed on TV, you relistened to your own albums. But you, no, you don’t sing anymore yourself.

			Because of me?

			We stare at each other. At least you’re not scared of triggering the obsession. The We can’t see me through you, just as it can’t see you through me. I found you. After an entire life of conjugating myself in the first-person singular, and hiding alone behind my skin, I finally found you. I found you because the We led you astray. I found you and I don’t feel at all how I was hoping to feel.

			In the end, I’m just a disease—and a contagious one at that.

			“What happened to you . . . I didn’t do it on purpose. It’s completely beyond me.”

			You shrink a bit more in your red leather jacket.

			“They’re going to dissect you, Claire. You’ll have no peace anymore. Since they got their claws into me, they’ve made me undergo batteries of tests every day. They take my measurements, take my blood, ask me the same questions over and over again. It will be your turn. Some advice: tell them all you know and tell them fast.”

			You hold out your hand, which I automatically shake.

			“Michou. My real name. Coco-Rudy is just to seem glam.”

			“Claire, but you already know that. It’s you who gave my name to the librarians. You knew it before you even knew my face, before my fame and all the hoo-ha. Can you explain that to me?”

			You seem hesitant, suddenly. I sense you’re about to reply when, at the end of the corridor, the elevator opens onto a mountain. The head librarian strides powerfully towards us. She stands to her full height in front of the TV before turning it off. The demonstrators brandishing “WE WILL FIND HER” placards in clouds of tear gas are swallowed by the black screen.

			She has a satisfied smile.

			“I must admit, Claire, you don’t trigger obsessions by half. Never seen or experienced the like before. I got the chance to study the phenomenon with your predecessor; everyone has forgotten since then. Humans reject any truth they find too disturbing, just like a body rejects any transplant that’s too foreign. But me, I forgot nothing. Me, I’m ready for that particular truth. I’m ready for you. Are you rested?”

			Good joke. I down the dregs of my aspirin.

			“Too bad. I’d have gladly let you relax, but time is pressing and we have a lot to do. Specially you.”

			Two tough guys (also in sweaters) are guarding the elevator. They turn their backs on us to avoid looking at me.

			Madam X is there, too. I can tell that, behind her dark glasses, her eyes are carefully avoiding mine. She seems as shattered as me. All the same, if she’s been invited, it’s certainly not for appearances. She’s here as a demystifier.

			The head librarian moves a chair closer, but not too close, to mine. She sits on it, impeccable in her suit, resplendently colossal, and focuses on my bangs to avoid my eyes.

			“How did you do it, Claire?”

			With her chin, she indicates you. You promptly distanced yourself by playing, half-heartedly, on a pinball machine.

			“Losing his Instinct condemned him neither to aging nor to dying prematurely. How did you make him pass from We to You?”

			“Search me. And you, how did you do it?”

			“Do what?”

			“Everyone believed Coco-Rudy was sick at first, then dead. Very-Highs included. How did you do that?”

			“Our reach is extensive. You’d be amazed, Claire, at the support we benefit from across all Sectors. A medical certificate here, a falsified biopsy there, an isolated hospital and, hey presto, the death certificate. No, the real lucky break was getting our hands on him first.”

			She speaks as if you weren’t really there; you brazenly snub her yourself, now resolutely focused on your pinball game. When it comes to questioning, she’s already put you through a whole load. But it’s true that the reach of these anarcholibrarians is extensive. Or then it’s the Very-Highs’ reach that’s less extensive than I thought.

			“It was at the very end of last year,” the head librarian relates, instead of you. “Coco-Rudy suffered anaphylactic shock after an evening in a nightclub. Ended up in the emergency department. Face swollen, mark distorted, no one recognized him. He didn’t come out of his coma and had no papers on him. An identifier was hastily summoned. Standard procedure: which variety of Instinct and what range, all that’s required to find a name on a database. Except that: no Instinct in this comatose patient. Nothing, a blank. The identifier almost couldn’t take the shock, but he’s a partner, he passed the information onto us without referring it to the authorities. We took over. We thought we’d finally found the new You, the one and only! Turned out to be far more amazing than that. The comatose guy resurfaced. Before even telling us his name (and what a name!), he gave us yours.”

			She pauses for a few seconds, put off by the racket from the pinball machine you’re now laying into.

			“Why, Claire, did he know your first name, and only your first name? He himself doesn’t know. And yet that’s how we discovered that the new You, the one and only, remained to be found. A You capable, for the first time in all of history, to produce other Yous. A You who had just amputated the We of one of its most emblematic representatives. We didn’t go so far as to see it as a sign—after all, nothing has any meaning—but we gladly saw it as an opportunity to seize. All we need to understand now, Claire, is how you did it.”

			“I’ve said it and I repeat it: no idea.”

			“Let’s be methodical.”

			The head librarian scribbles a note and hands it to me. A date, a time, an address in the Central-West Sector.

			“That,” she says, “is the precise time and place that Coco-Rudy suffered his anaphylactic shock. Before, he had an Instinct. After, he no long had one. Where were you at that very moment, Claire? According to our very latest information, you were supposed to be sitting your end-of-year exams, but you didn’t turn up. So: where?”

			The pinball machine instantly goes quiet. You’re still standing in front of it, neck bent, fingers frozen around the shooter. You’re listening.

			I read the date several times, incredulous.

			“I was at the Saint-Monde.”

			“At the Saint-Monde? The Saint-Monde? The café of the South Sector schools? The one where you found those who had disappeared?”

			“The very day we found them, in fact.”

			The head librarian consults Madam X, who silently nods. No, no, I’m not telling a tall story.

			“Well, this is certainly interesting, but it doesn’t give us any direct connection to Coco-Rudy. So, you were in the South Sector, he was in the Central-West Sector, separated by hundreds of miles. The contamination must have taken place beforehand. Had the two of you already been in contact?”

			“Never.”

			Madam X nods again. I’m not lying, no, but why do I suddenly feel uncomfortable?

			“I knew Coco-Rudy like his fans did. I listened to all his albums, watched all his videos, but I never went to any of his concerts. I couldn’t allow myself to, I was playing at being the perfect little confidant. So, no, I only really met Coco-Rudy when I arrived here.”

			The more I speak, the more my discomfort grows.

			“We’ve never met. Have we?”

			I’m calling you as my witness. You remain hunched over your pinball machine, eyes in the glass, as if staring at your reflection. When you do finally speak, your voice is flat. 

			“As soon as I emerged from the coma, the first thing I remembered was your name.”

			“But that makes no sen . . . ”

			The head librarian’s hand clamps my jaw, forcing me to raise my head towards hers. Our eyes strike each other like flippered balls. 

			“Oh yes, Claire, I see in you what others see. You’ve no idea how much you get on my nerves. Coco-Rudy has been among us for months, but as much as he’s a You, he doesn’t have half the effect on me that you do. You’re unbearably obsession-inducing.”

			She’s hurting me. I think of the bite marks on the old You in the video. I try to push her away; her grip just becomes tighter. My vertebrae crack. The pressure on my teeth is unbelievable. You don’t intervene. Neither does Madam X. And neither of the tough guys at the end of the corridor moves a muscle.

			I feel like I’m splitting apart.

			“Make me a You, Claire. I want to experience the absence of Instinct, the nullity of the We.”

			This woman is a crusher. I don’t know if it’s me being absorbed by her pupils or her by mine, but it’s drowning us.

			Her mouth half-opens. She’s either going to kiss me or bite me.

			“Tell me, Claire, what it’s like to be born absolutely alone, not to belong to anything or anyone, to be so undesirable that the whole world, and the We through it, is longing to eat you alive.” 

			She goes quiet, out of breath, then her lips articulate four syllables without saying them out loud. WE-WILL-FIND-YOU.

			“Um,” Madam X interrupts, with a tap on her shoulder. “I think the alarm’s gone off.”

			The head librarian raises her eyebrows, reluctantly releases me, then, with an effort that makes her eyelids quiver, turns her eyes away from mine. I cough, almost surprised not to spit out my molars.

			Yes, it’s true that an alarm is ringing. We all react by looking up at the ceiling, towards the other basements. A fire?

			“No need to panic,” the head librarian says. “I have a range of 51 yards. If a single book was burning up there, my Instinct would have forced me to go straight to it.”

			“Let me leave.”

			Everyone pivots back to me, tough guys included, then remembers to avert their eyes. You alone watch me intently.

			My jaw is killing me.

			“Let’s be realistic for two seconds: I’m not going to destroy the We. Our entire civilization was founded on the Instinct principles. So yes, maybe you’re right, maybe nothing has any meaning, neither you nor me, maybe the We is a reckless narcissist, concerned only with maintaining its own cohesion. The fact remains that without it, the whole of society collapses, and humanity with it. Look! Look at him, the You that, at all costs, you want to become!” 

			I don’t point my finger at you, and feel pretty bad about inflicting this on you, exposing the shadow you’ve become, away from the glitter and sequins. Of course they don’t look at you, but you, leaning against your pinball machine, you look at me and I can’t guess what you’re thinking and feeling. You are a You, but you are not, you never will be, me.

			“Let me leave, let me find a small corner of the world, a blind spot where I can lay low until the end of my days, that’s all.”

			The head librarian listened to me without interrupting, eyes on the ground, while the alarm pierced our eardrums, then she stood up from her chair. A mountain that gets bigger, bigger, bigger.

			“Let there be no misunderstanding, Claire. Civilization, society, humanity, no one here is interested in all that. The obsession-triggering has reached a point of no return, because our network was busy preparing the ground for you, generation after generation. Each You we saved from being put to death, whom we allowed to grow old, was a drop of poison instilled in the collective blood. The media exposure of you did the rest. There are only two possible outcomes for you, and for us, Claire: either you kill the We, or you will be killed by it.”

			She takes out her elevator key with the flourish of a jailer. I’d snatch it from her, but I’m cruelly lacking in a plan to avoid being socked by her splendid fists, then beaten up by a battalion of librarians.

			“Come,” the head librarian says to Madam X and the two tough guys. “Let’s shut this alarm up. Claire, wait quietly here. We’ll resume this conversation shortly. I’ll get answers out of you willingly, or by force. I have a preference for force.”

			The elevator takes them back up without me. You’re still looking at me. I’m beyond stuck, but at least I’m stuck with you.

	
		

	
		
			MOM

			Now

			 

			Where am I?

			I’m wandering in open country. The insects have gone quiet in the tall grasses; it’s too sultry, even for them. Leaden clouds, no sun, no air. I eat the blackberries I pick on my way. I avoid the main roads. Occasionally I pass a farm, but daren’t knock on doors anymore. The rare people with still an ounce of good sense are scared of others. Rightly so. A Virtuous stole my toolbox and bag on the train, just before the emergency stop and forced evacuation. A Virtuous. He apologized, as if he had no choice, and left with all my belongings. I no longer have my wallet, or my papers, or my harp strings, nothing but a mark on my face. A tuner lost, far from her workshop.

			Since Claire was reported missing, everything has got out of hand everywhere.

			Where is she?

			Don’t attract the attention. Oh, it’s great, my mother-todaughter advice. I saw, on the TVs in hotel receptions and stations, the unreasonable way people were ogling her. I should have kept her close to me, right beside me, totally inside me, in my belly, with Modeste.

			Where are my children?

			At the junction of two tractor tracks, I spot a phone booth. I push aside the brambles and count the coins left in my pocket. Barely enough to make a call.

			“Hello?”

			Dalila’s panicked voice gives me a lump in my throat and, for a moment, gripping the receiver, I’m unable to speak.

			“It’s me.”

			“Praise the We! I’ve been worrying myself sick. It’s total madness, folks-out-there-have-lost-the-plot! Where are you?”

			I press my fist to my lip as it won’t stop quivering. Want to cry. Want to return to my own mother’s belly. Is she well, over there, in her ancient house in the East Sector? The mess in my room used to exasperate her; I dread to think how she feels about the chaos the world’s in today.

			“Hello?” Dalila calls out. “Where are you? Hello!”

			“Somewhere between the North-Central Sector and the Northeast-Central Sector. I think. I’m not sure.”

			“I’m coming to find you.”

			

			“No, no, don’t go out. Stay safely inside. And above all, don’t switch on the TV. I just want to hear your v . . . ”

			“I’m coming. It’s non-negotiable.”

			“Where will you come to? I’m lost.”

			“My dear, you’re talking to a runner. I may only have an Instinctive range of 6,350 yards, but-that-will-be-e-nough-for-me. And too bad if the We flips its lid. My legs are going to find you, and if it isn’t my legs, it’ll be me.”

			I can hear her already putting on her best shoes, receiver wedged between shoulder and neck. I’m not shaking anymore. I know with absolute certainty that she’ll soon be here. That she’s never ceased to be. When Claire and her secret were growing between us, she was there. Each time I lied to her, and pushed my daughter—our daughter—to lie to her, she was there. All that time I shut myself away in my workshop because it was easier, and out of shame, she was there.

			“Dalila, listen.”

			“I’m off, I’m going, I’m gone!”

			“Listen to me.”

			“I’m listening to you.”

			I gaze at the clouds through the brambles. The world isn’t going mad, no; it was never sane. It doesn’t deserve to be. If there’s one person who has a right to know that, while there’s still something left to save, it’s the one who, at this very moment, is at the other end of the line.

			“Claire was born without an Instinct. And soon Modeste is going to kill her.”

		 
		

	
		
			MODESTE

			All will be perfect again

			I’m getting closer.

			My back has been stitched up like the body of a doll, but it’s not those threads that are pulling me forward, and the closer I get, the more the pain fades. I slept right through the journey; now my mind is totally awake.

			The voices of the Very-Highs ring out in my earpiece:

			“The opportune moment is coming. When you will kill Claire, and that should only be in a matter of minutes, another necessary evil will take her place, and another necessary good will take yours. Claire is a cancer of which the We will never be cured, but of which the We will never die, either.”

			I cross the industrial zone of the Central Sector without reading the road signs. A maze of warehouses, hangars, and company HQs. The Instinct guides me, the We directs. I asked to get out of the car. Not out of a need to think, no, I’ve almost stopped thinking since that dead-end where the fisherman’s father planted his knife in my back. Merely out of a desire to walk, to feel the rain in my hair, taste the tar under my feet, and, with every stride, every puddle, to see the distance diminishing that, soon, won’t separate me from Claire anymore.

			“All this is nothing but a game,” the Very-Highs continue in my earpiece. “A game endlessly restarted, a game that has but one rule. That rule has been broken. For too long now, undesirable players have been meddling with the game. Heretics, traitors, and cowards who hide, even from us. Individualists. They are an entirely dispensable evil. They prevent the necessary good from eliminating the necessary evil, prevent destinies from being fulfilled, prevent the natural cycle from taking place. That corrupts the We. That derails Instincts. That disturbs the flock.”

			I get closer, and all the limousines of Instinct Administration get closer with me. They’re being driven at walking pace, at my walking pace. We form a funeral convoy, bearers of dead bodies to come, and it’s all so beautiful, it makes me feel weightless. Because I also left them in the dead-end: the heaviness of Goliath and the weight of Mom.

			“You won’t get a second chance. We’ve ring-fenced the traitors thanks to Claire, and for that reason we have consented—with the support of the We—to the whole of humanity becoming obsessed. Only Claire’s death can interrupt its obsession, she must not survive this. So don’t get killed before having killed her. That’s happened before, in the past, and we’d have to wait for another birth to take over from you, and we no longer have that much time.”

			I’m getting closer without any more ties, just one last thread to cut, over there, nearby, at the end of the road. Anomalies no longer concern me. I sensed them, during the journey, from deep in my sleep, busy spreading all over the place, from neighborhood to neighborhood, from houses to apartment buildings, in all the streets, within all the walls. Even here, away from the town center, in the middle of the industrial zone, they are innumerable. The workmen quit the factories in their hundreds to fight each other, hug each other, push each other away, strangle each other, fiercely embrace. A barge, which veered off course along with the bargeman’s Instinct, ended up on the bank of the canal, but the crew are still fighting. Those who aren’t yet crazy run away, and those who don’t run away spray-paint giant graffiti on garage doors.

			 

			WE WILL FIND HER

			 

			Everything has stopped being perfect, but that’s not important, either.

			“Once you have accomplished your task,” the Very-Highs whisper to me, “once you have killed Claire and restored the original order, you will cease to be an Archangel. You will be above the Thrones, the Cherubs, the Seraphs, even above the rare Potents and Messiahs that arose in history. You will be the figure of absolute salvation that the We has always been waiting for. You will be Supreme.”

			I pull out the earpiece and throw it in the gutter. I don’t need the Very-Highs anymore, don’t need their voices anymore.

			I disagree with them. If the We is sick to this extent today, it is me who bears the responsibility. I shouldn’t have failed with Claire on the stairs, during our childhood. I shouldn’t have accepted the enforced separation, then the wait. I shouldn’t have allowed her to grow up in her own corner, or let the Very-Highs exhibit her to the world. I shouldn’t have watched out for the opportune moment, shouldn’t have looked at her, caught myself loving to look at her, not loving her, I can’t love what cannot exist, but loving looking at her, looking at her from a distance, seeing her live and realizing that if she hadn’t been her, if I hadn’t been me, I could have loved her, that sister, and maybe she could have loved me, too, but what does it matter, really, since I barely think anymore.

			

			I get closer.

			I walk along the high fencing surrounding a windowless building, gray and ugly. A concrete fortress with bookmobiles parked outside.

			

			PRECIOUS RESERVE COLLECTION OF THE LIBRARY NETWORK 

			PUBLIC ACCESS PROHIBITED

			 

			It’s here that the Instinct is pushing me. I walk past a security barrier. A guard comes out of the sentry box. I love him, even if he’s pointing his gun at me. He falls, riddled with bullets before managing to fire a single one. Behind me, all the doors of the limousines are open. Dociles are getting out of the vehicles by the dozen. Their helmets and breastplates flash in the rain. The holy army of the Very-Highs. I point the building out to them: Claire is somewhere inside it; and the traitors they are after are with her.

			They storm it.

			Their mission can commence and mine be accomplished. I’m getting closer to the end. I’m holding my new lovey. In its barrel, I’ve added a second bullet to the one the Very-Highs intend for Claire. They’ve not blessed that second one, but never mind, I’m going to become Supreme, after all.

			I will kill Claire, then I will kill myself.

			And all will be perfect again.

	 
		

	
		
			CLAIRE

			Something to show you

			The alarm hasn’t stopped ringing. A small, muffled bang comes through the ceiling. A fly’s fart, but still, it’s the first time I’m hearing a sound from the basements above ours.

			It’s just you and me here now.

			“Want a bite to eat?”

			You open a fridge. I push my tongue between my two front teeth, into the gap that is part of me. I won’t let myself succumb to that urge again. I’m tired of being hungry, my inability to feel full exhausts me.

			“No thanks.”

			“Up to you.”

			Indifferent to the wailing alarm, you heat something up in the microwave. You who once filled the screens now look like a prawn. I must weigh double what you do.

			I keep you company, for want of anything better to do.

			Sitting at the bar, you stretch over to the kitchen drawer, making your stool wobble, to grab some cutlery. They really can’t feel threatened, these librarians, to leave us with such knives.

			You eat with a strange pout. You manage the odd comment, in a flat voice. Whenever I study you, behind your musician’s mark, it hits me right in the chest. I sense the same absence inside you, the same silence as inside me. I think of all those nights listening to your albums while kneading my pillow, curled up in a ball on the bed, plagued with doubt. I wanted to be you, I’ve made you become me, and I don’t feel any more complete for all that.

			“Coco-Rudy?”

			“Coco-Rudy doesn’t exist anymore.”

			You knife slices the cheese into rounds.

			“I’m Michou from now on.”

			“Okay. Michou. What if I had contaminated others? If I was doing so right now, in spite of myself?”

			You half-smile, neither happy nor sad. Goliath, he never half-smiled at me. Whole in everything, for everything, everywhere. Why am I still thinking of him, when I so want him to forget me?

			“In fact, we already met.”

			You come out with that casually, while chewing your cheese.

			“What?”

			“We already met. You and me. Before. Somewhere else.”

			Much as I unwind and rewind my memory, it’s no good.

			

			“That’s impossible.”

			“It’s not that you don’t remember. It’s more that you didn’t notice anything.”

			“No, really, that’s impossible. I collected the posters for all your concerts since you first began as a child star. I’d have recognized you anywhere.”

			The alarm fills each pause between each sentence. The bangs on the ceiling grow louder.

			“Come. I have something to show you.”

			You slide off the bar stool and, with a flash of chains, head for your room. You clear away nothing you’ve left in the kitchen. You pay no attention, either, to the bangs, increasingly heavy, that are making the ceiling lightbulbs flicker and the frames on the walls shake. The alarm never quits screeching. What are they doing up there? Are they moving the entire collection?

			I follow you to your room.

			A foldaway bed, a clothes rail, a hi-fi system, a few bits of furniture, and four windowless walls: it’s not as stylish as your 69th floor at the Very-Highs’ place in the Central Sector. To think I slept between your silk sheets.

			You roll the carpet back on the floor. Under the carpet, a messed-up floorboard. Covered in scratches. With an elegant flourish, almost a bow, you invite me to look at it closer up. I do my best to ignore the bangs from above and the plaster raining down from the ceiling.

			I kneel.

			They’re not mere scratches: hundreds of letters have been hacked into the wood, with big, forceful strokes. The same letters reoccur everywhere. C L A I R E. And in pencil, on what little space remains on the floorboard, I can make out what I suppose to be your handwriting:

			 

			“You made me what I am.”

			“I will wait for you as long as it takes.”

			“You will soon know how much I hate you.”

			 

			Your voice whispers in my ear:

			“Here you are at last, Claire.”

			You plunge a knife into my hand. The cheese knife. With all your might, all your fury. A cry surges up from my belly, an organic yelp, you’ve nailed me to the floorboard and moving is unbearable, just as not moving is, and I’m nothing but a hand that’s raging and swearing, and my blood’s running over all the letters of my name, and each drop is a groan, and I sob on my knees, humiliated, heaving, horrified.

			You sit down in front of me, creaking in all your leather. You’ve left the knife just where it is, in my hand and in the floorboard.

			You speak, over the alarm and the racket I’m making, in a monotonous voice:

			“Claire, let me tell you about our first encounter. So, it was at the end of the year. I’d just finished a concert. Packed auditorium. A triumph, even out on the sidewalks. Charity bowls: full to the brim. My lives-saved tally: almost a Cherub. I was a whisker from being promoted to a Very-High, alleluias all round. Because—are you listening to me, Claire? Pay attention—because at that time I had my Instinct. A voice that could get you right there. I had an Instinct and that was my last concert, though I didn’t yet know it. Are you listening to me, Claire? For me, the night was just starting. I didn’t often sleep in the skyscraper, you see. Not very rock’n’roll, all that luxury. No, once I’d left the stage, I’d go and slum it, far from the citycenter lights. I was a regular at a nightclub in the Central-West suburbs. Over there, no one knew me and no one wanted to know me. I’d get in without my papers, feeling lighter than ever. I’d drink stuff there that wasn’t very legal. Are you listening to me, Claire? And so, over there, on the dancefloor, in the early hours of the morning and tripping away, I met you. It took me a few seconds to understand that you weren’t really there, and a few more to understand that I wasn’t really there, either. My body continued to jig around in that Central-West nightclub, but the rest of me was somewhere else. Or rather, the rest of me was something else. Something much, much bigger, and far less alone. Are you listening to me, Claire? I was the We. I didn’t just have an Instinct that made me sing, I was my Instinct, I was all the Instincts. I was the absolute. And that absolute was looking at you, Claire. It knew your name. Your own body was elsewhere and, don’t ask me how I know, it can’t be explained, at that moment I knew everything, I saw everything, I was everything. We were looking at you and you were looking at the We. And that gave the We a shock, because at that very moment, We understood that you weren’t We. And . . . everything got out of hand. What happened over there, elsewhere, everywhere—are you listening to me, Claire?—what happened cast me out of the We. You cast me out. When I resurfaced, I was comatose in a hospital bed, surrounded by those librarians, and I had no more Instinct, and I was alone, me all alone, me without We, and I instantly knew that I’d never have a place on the stage, or anywhere else, ever again. All that was your fault, your damned fault. Are you listening to me, Claire?”

			Yes.

			Despite the horror, despite the pain, despite my screaming hand and the increasingly crazy racket breaking through the ceiling, yes, despite all that, I listen to him. Him, Coco-Rudy, Michou, him without the We, because of me, him who should never have been a You.

			“Depersonalization attack.”

			My voice is clammy. My hair is sticking to my flesh. I’m sweating, drooling, and bleeding, and I finally understand. The time of Coco-Rudy’s anaphylactic shock was Central-West Sector time (I have a knife through my hand) not South Sector time (I have a knife through my hand) I wasn’t at the Saint-Monde (I have a knife through my hand) I was in the School coach (I have a knife through my hand) when the brakes were slammed on (I have a knife through my hand) and I had my personal stereo on loud (I have a knife through my hand) and was listening to the Coco-Rudy cassette, and that linked me to him, and that experience that I so longed to relive, he really was part of it, not just his music, him, in spite of himself, in spite of myself, and I have a knife through my hand!

			That’s what I manage, more or less, to whine, between sobs.

			“Oh? And do you get them often, attacks like that?”

			“Stopped. Since the coach, stopped. I tried, they’ve stopped.”

			He stands up. Walks round me. What’s he doing? I crane my neck, but I’m pinned to the floor. I’m suffering. Pierced right through. The blade keeps my palm stuck to the floorboard. With my other hand, shaking, incredulous, I touch the handle of the knife. I’m scared. Scared of making the pain even more painful. Oh, Mom . . . All those self-defense lessons didn’t prepare me for this. I pull and I stop, I pull and I stop. I can’t manage it, I’m totally nailed to the wood. The bangs on the ceiling are spreading to the walls, traveling down to the floor, and throbbing right into the blade. Each jolt is torture.

			The bombs.

			It’s those home-made bombs going off above us, and beyond the explosions, I can hear firing and mayhem. The alarm is screaming with me. It can’t be. They’re killing each other in the reserved collection. They’ve all gone mad. And that’s my fault, too.

			No one will save me. 

			“You’re going to go back there, Claire.”

			

			He’s come back. Sits facing me.

			“You’re going to go back there. Far, far away. And when you’ll be there, you’ll give me back my Instinct, my voice, my stage, my real life of before. Because, are you listening to me, Claire? Because me, you see, me, I can’t exist like this. And mainly, mainly, I can’t croak like this. I can’t sink into oblivion. I must return to the stage in order to leave it with panache. Go down in legend. I waited for you, Claire. In this room, in this cellar, I waited for you. I played the librarians’ game so they’d lead you to me. I knew that, sooner or later, we’d get to this stage. We’re linked, you and me. I’m offering you a deal. Listen, Claire, don’t let yourself be distracted by the chaos up there, it could be the apocalypse for all I care. Listen carefully. If I return to being We, you live. Otherwise, too bad, we’ll both die and people will forget you at the same time as me.”

			He lifts my face up to his, wipes my cheeks with his thumbs, plants a kiss on my forehead, then rams a plastic bag over my head and down to my neck.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			MADAM X

			A gunshot

			I prod the young docile with my toe. Dead, and not about to warm up again. It’s vexing, I’ve got blood on my white pumps. Having said that, there’s nothing personal about blood, the entire reserve collection’s covered in it; a veritable swimming pool. The alarm is doing my ears in.

			I assess the ammunition I have left: very little.

			“But otherwise, do they happen to you often, attacks like this?”

			I’m speaking quietly. Me and the head librarian, we took refuge between bays 45 and 46 in the third basement, somewhere in the “Outstanding Bindings” section.

			“Not that often,” she replies.

			“And I presume you can’t count on reinforcements?”

			“You presume correctly, Madam X.”

			Our bodyguards were royally bumped off. Upon leaving Claire, who remained in the bottom basement with Coco-Rudy, I rather fancied snagging myself a coffee. Instead, I snagged myself five dociles; the head librarian killed sixteen. Soldiers who are barely more than boys, to whom the Very-Highs issued a weapon and an order. They all wear a full-face helmet with a black visor that prevents them from hearing us and prevents us from seeing their eyes. 

			My own glasses are broken, which puts me at a disadvantage. Being of an age prone to long-sightedness and cataracts. I take a quick look down the central corridor, with my finger on the trigger. The neon lights cast a white light over the corpses: those of our lot, those of the other lot, there’s a bit of everything, a lot of nothing.

			Dead quiet. Here, at least. In the basements above and below, there’s heavy sniping.

			Beside me, sitting on the linoleum, the head librarian is panting like an ox. I notice the red that’s spread across her striped sweater. She should have died already; a force of nature, that woman.

			I lean over her.

			“I thought the HQ was undetectable. Not that I’m reproaching you or anything. It’s just that I didn’t envisage myself dying so soon after my arrival.”

			She smiles. Blood is trickling from her lips.

			“Yes, okay, a miscalculation. The Archangel Modeste must have survived after the fisherman’s father. His Instinct guided the Very-Highs to us. To Claire. Coco-Rudy will get the same treatment, no doubt. That’ll teach me to bank on an old retiree. No offense, hey, Madam X. Can you imagine? All those dociles programmed to eradicate us . . . We must have really, really bothered them up there. An entire system that functions on human sanctification, the preservation of the species, all those fine speeches for centuries and centuries, and it’s that system that’s slaughtering us today. You must admit, it’s quite something.”

			Well, she’s pretty chatty for a head librarian full of holes! Her Instinct, dedicated to the protection of the books all around us, still galvanizes her. But it’s not just that. She seems fulfilled.

			I quickly check the elevator at the end of the corridor, a few bays from here. Out of order. The librarians sabotaged them all from the start of the attack. That didn’t stop the dociles flooding in from all directions. They clear paths for themselves with explosives—and not the home-made kind, theirs. No, without a doubt, seen from here, I’m hideously trapped.

			“Right. And what’s your emergency backup plan, then?”

			“What plan?”

			“For centuries, you’ve been building up resistance against Instinct Admin and the Very-Highs. You must have a backup plan.”

			“Oh, our bad influence extended beyond these walls. The fight will go on.”

			My Instinct is telling me that she’s lying. Or lying to herself. One shouldn’t make a scene to a dying woman, but still, I lose my temper.

			“So, the advent of the Yous, the end of Instincts, the death of the We, all that, when’s it happening?”

			The head librarian laughs and groans at the same time.

			“Claire will decide. Soon she’ll kill the We, or be killed by it.”

			“And if it’s the We that kills her? When will our great revolution take place?”

			“Some other time, perhaps.”

			That’s it, this time the head librarian has gone well and truly stiff. One by one, I unfold her fingers from around her semiautomatic. Drat, her magazine’s empty; no extra ammunition for me from her. I place my trusty hat over her eyes, far too open for my liking. A present.

			This won’t do. I didn’t sign up for this, me, I don’t feel remotely fulfilled, me, I wanted to live something while I’m alive, me, something big, something true. And even without that, without the true, without the big, I want to live, me. I don’t want to jump off the train like that other mad old bat.

			

			There has to be an emergency exit.

			I step over the dead bodies, run from bay to bay, and, as I’m searching for an exit among the books, deafened by the alarm, an old memory comes back to me.

			My very first cigarette.

			I’d purchased it through my boarding school’s black market, on the day I came of age. (Nothing to the right, nothing to the left.) I was about to finish my training at the specialist Institute for Demystifiers. I’d belonged to Instinct Administration from birth, whether I liked it or not. But I didn’t like it. I was already tired of people, of their endless lies, even when they believe they’re sincere. (Let’s go check in the “Illuminations from the Academy of the Sciences” section.) In fact, it wasn’t so much people lying that I couldn’t stand, but knowing it. And mainly, I couldn’t bear not being able to lie to myself anymore. I couldn’t bear my Instinct anymore. (Ah, here’s a ventilation grille, worth a try.) So, on the day I came of age, it dawned on me that I would grow old alone. I bought that very first cigarette, hid on a bench in a public garden, and then realized I had no matches. I burst into tears like a twit. (Too narrow, that shaft, I’d get stuck.) A lighter was held out. The man seemed old, but hey, everything seems old when you’re young; with hindsight, I think he was the age I am now. (Use the document hoist, maybe?) The old man offered me a light and told me there was no reason to cry, no reason to live, either, that everything was absurd, so might as well laugh about it, miss. (“Maximum load: 55lb.” Dammit.) He wasn’t lying to me, him, this was total sincerity. He bore the mark of the informers and told me he was a librarian. I asked him his name. Mister X, he told me, before adding, teasingly: “A code name, as you’d suspect.”

			That’ll teach me, accepting a light from a stranger. Cross my heart and hope to die, if I find a way out of here, I’ll quit smoking, go home to my little house, and sip carrot juice on the beach until I die.

			A gunshot.

			I crouch against the catalogues of the “Iconographic Collection,” holding my semiautomatic with both hands. I thought I was the last survivor in this basement. They’ve not spotted me. There’s three of them. Well, more like two: a docile is bleeding to death on the floor, his helmet turned to one side. The other two, a female docile in armor and a male librarian in a sweater, are fighting over a gun, between the microfilm drawers. As they wrestle, they have an inane exchange:

			“I have to kill you, sir.”

			

			“You look like a dickhead in that helmet.”

			“By order of the Very-Highs, sir.”

			“To hell with them, and some.”

			“Sir, you have betrayed the We.”

			“No way, the We betrayed me first.”

			Two gunshots. They fall together. Don’t know how, but they both managed to down each other. I get closer. The tiniest whisper comes from the docile’s helmet. At first, I think she’s trying to speak to me, but it’s her radio I can hear. “Kill them all, the We will recognize its own. Don’t remove your helmet. Kill them all, the We will recognize its own. Don’t remove . . .” The voices of the Very-Highs, cushy in their skyscraper, miles away from here.

			I run in the opposite direction. When I reach the “Monetary Documents” section, I’m breathless. I don’t have the lungs for running anymore.

			Aha, back a bit.

			Yes, there, under a book cart, it’s barely visible, but a square has been cut into the linoleum. I push the cart aside. It’s a trapdoor. I look up at the ceiling. If there’s one down here, there’s bound to be one up there. Found it. Come on, old girl, a bit of climbing. I clamber up the bookshelves, yard by yard, I pull on the handle and let down the ladder. The cries and shots in the basement above grow louder; the Very-Highs have decided to spring clean the entire reserve collection. All I need do now is get through all the trapdoors up to the ground floor, and avoid getting any lead shot in my backside.

			I may well live.

			So, why am I just standing here? Why, instead of focusing on the trapdoor up there (towards the ground, the sky, life,) am I just staring at the trapdoor down here? Why am I thinking of the bottom basement? Of what they’re bound to do to Claire, once they find her? Am I under the effect of the obsession? Or am I just realizing that, throughout all those months of tailing her, hot on her heels, listening to her answering questions, facing the cameras, my Instinct never, but never, despite the enormity of her secret, caught her lying?

			So: trapdoor above or trapdoor below?

			“Run away.”

			I about-turn. A docile has his gun trained on me. As well as his full-face helmet, he’s wearing a climbing harness; must have come from another passage. And me, old bag that I am, I don’t know what I’ve done with my semiautomatic. I put it down to open the trapdoor on the ceiling, but where?

			I really am too old for this.

			“Run away,” he repeats. “Please.”

			His voice is muffled by his helmet, his eyes hidden by his visor. His hands are shaking around his gun. Unbelievable, this little guy is containing his Instinct to save my old-biddy skin. Or at least attempting to, because I know he’ll crack, from one second to the next. No one resists that particular call.

			I speak to him as loudly as I can, above the alarm:

			“Spare me.”

			“It’s pointless,” he replies, shaking his helmet. “I can’t hear you. Clear off, dammit!”

			Like a shot, I climb the ladder. Too bad for Claire, it’ll be the trapdoor above. Before I can reach it, the docile’s Instinct gets the upper hand. The shot goes off. Burning in my leg forces me to let go, I drop like turd.

			“Forgive me,” the docile implores me. “Please.”

			I drag myself on the floor. My lovely white trousers are turning red. The guy managed to divert the bullet, I’ve got away with a grazed calf. Looking on the bright side, I didn’t break my hip. Another bullet comes and lodges in the cover of a book, a few centimeters from my forehead.

			“Forgive me!”

			I crawl in a trail of blood, then realize that I’m far too slow and far too old. I turn around, out of breath. The barrel of the gun is aimed directly at me this time. The little guy won’t divert the third bullet, might as well face up to the end.

			“Claire . . . is she okay?”

			He’s crying behind his visor. I shrug my shoulders. What does it matter? He knows the Archangel will kill her . . . if she doesn’t get eaten alive first.

			“I’m sorry. Really. Forgive me.”

			His index finger is quivering on the trigger. He sobs; I sigh. He won’t hear me, but maybe he’ll read my lips.

			“Apologies accepted.”

			The dark. Silence. I’m dead.

			Oh, no.

			I grasp, from the pain still burning my calf, that it’s actually just a power cut. The alarm has stopped at last. Someone somewhere has blown the fuses. I can’t see the docile anymore, and he can’t see me, either. I roll to one side. The shot is fired—misses me. The docile can hear nothing. He can hear nothing, but me, yes, I can hear him. A sudden rush of adrenaline. I leap: onto my feet first, then onto the docile. Blindly, I disarm him, then leglock him. He falls and I pile onto him. Me? Old? My arteries are pumping with renewed vigor. I fumble under his chin for the fastening of his helmet, pull it off him—a groan—and throw it far away, into the shadows, where the voices of the Very-Highs can no longer reach him.

			“Stop moving.”

			He stops moving. This time, he hears me. The entire reserved collection is roaring like thunder, the carnage continues in the dark, but only my voice counts now.

			“You must have a flashlight somewhere in your kit. Switch it on.”

			He switches it on. I take it off him and direct a beam of light onto his dazed face, his docile’s mark, his wet cheeks, his swollen eyelids. Well, he certainly wasn’t pretending to blubber. Punk hairstyle, piercings everywhere, he’s not just anyone, this docile: he’s Claire’s docile. What did she tell me his name was?

			“Will I die?”

			Curious, his question, like he’s a child asking an adult. Rhetorically, existentially. I think carefully about my answer. Once the adrenaline crashes back down, it’s my calf that’ll give me a hard time.

			“You told me you were sorry. You didn’t lie to me. You will die, yes, young man. But not by my hand, and, with a bit of luck, not today, either. What’s your name again?”

			“January. And yours?”

			“Valentine.”

			With the flashlight, I show him the trapdoor down.

			“If you’re looking for Claire, she’s in the bottom basement.”

			I then point the flashlight at the trapdoor above.

			“Me, I’m leaving this shitshow, I’m retiring for good, and will force myself to be as bored as I can be for the rest of my days. You can follow me if you want to live.”

			I return his flashlight to him. And his free will:

			“Do as you like.”

			He doesn’t reply, too astonished, and I no longer have the patience to wait. I climb up without a backward glance; and, more to the point, without any light.

			Tut-tut, old girl, too nice for your own good.

			 

			

		 
		

	
		
			ME

			Farewell, Claire

			I’m suffocating.

			“Give me back my Instinct, Claire.”

			He tightens the plastic bag. He’s sitting on my back and bearing down on me with all his hatred. His knife is impaling my hand to the floor. I’m suffocating and suffering. I’m drowning in my own air. I’m convulsing more and more, then less and less, and suddenly, I peel myself away.

			Feebly, painfully. Like a sticking plaster.

			I peel myself away from the tortured hand down there, from the fingernails that claw, scratch and break, from the stomach crushed against the floorboards, I peel myself away from all the layers of fabric and skin, I peel myself away from the bulging eyes, the flattened nose, from the gaping mouth that’s kissing the plastic and gasping for the oxygen that’s no longer there. I peel myself away from my body that’s dying, from the body of the one who’s killing me.

			I peel myself away to such an extent that I leave myself. Farewell, Claire. I’m leaving behind the bottom basement of the reserved collection, the asphyxia and the pain, time and space, my weight and my name. I’m no one anymore; was I even someone?

			I move away.

			I’m drifting off into my own void. I don’t have eyes anymore, and yet I look. I see the We. A sick tree with parched roots and rotting branches, where each me is a crazed palpitation, each Instinct a bud that implodes, where my own little me has no place anywhere, the more I look for you, the less you find me, and we do each other mutual harm.

			I move away.

			I can see the We less and less, and if I were able to see it, basically, it’s because I’m not it, not them, not even me. Nothing but a You in perdition that, once dissolved, will recompose itself into another You, in the same way that Claire was the random recomposition of the past Yous, and everything—me, you, us, them—is but an infinitely absurd and absurdly infinite farce. What does it matter since all will soon be forgotten.

			I move away. I look at the We for one last time. Hey, I see Goliath; and hey, Goliath sees me.

			I move away. 

			Move away.

			 

			Away.

		 
		

	
		
			

			 

		 
			Me.

			I am me.

			I am Goliath.

			I can feel the intense contraction of his muscles in his body, the powerful palpitations of surprise in his chest, and nothing in his arms. We’re together, him and me, at the back of a van that’s going at top speed. There’s a smell of socks, the rain is drumming down, the windshield wipers come and go. Martha, Joachim, Samuel, Lucie, and Vincent press their aged faces to the windows of the doors to peer at the landscape between the raindrops. Thérèse bites her nails, tormented by her feeder Instinct; stomachs are rumbling and there’s nothing left to eat. At the front of the vehicle, sitting on each other, Anne and Paul each have a hand on the steering wheel. The rearview mirror reflects the shadows under their eyes. They’ve been driving for a long time without a break, and are on the verge of an Instinctive overdose. Florence keeps turning the dial of the radio, which is only playing musical interludes now as there are no journalists around to report the news.

			I open my mouth and Goliath speaks:

			“Stop.”

			All heads turn towards Goliath. Towards me. Towards him and me.

			Florence frowns from the front seat.

			“You sure look green. Don’t throw up, hey, we can’t stop. Not with what’s going on out there.”

			What is going on out there? Goliath and I take a look through the rain. We’re racing through the streets of the town. Broken windows, smashed cars, people running and shouting—police included. They’re calling for Claire. Calling for me. It should terrify us, but a raw joy stirs our blood—Goliath’s mainly; mine, elsewhere, has almost stopped flowing.

			Goliath is in the Central Sector! He’s there for me! I’m here with him!

			“The industrial zone, they say. Need to go there.”

			

			Florence frowns even more and turns the pages of a phone directory.

			“You said we needed to go to every library. They’re all in the center of town.”

			We raise an arm—so heavy, Goliath’s prosthesis—to point at the river that can be glimpsed from the freeway.

			“Beside a canal, they say. In the suburbs.”

			Everyone in the van exchanges looks with everyone else. Florence, twisted round on the front seat, stares only at Goliath, through screwed-up eyes. Can she see me, too? Her question is practical:

			“You’re not going nuts yourself, are you? We’ll need details. And a strategy. We’ve been going round in circles for hours and we need to save on petrol. The Very-Highs’ great operation, we have no way of knowing where it . . . ”

			“The industrial zone, they say. There’s a reserve collection. That’s where it’s going on. Where Claire is. Where I am.”

			More looks ricochet around. Goliath’s chest heaves irregularly. It’s not him who’s suffocating, but it’s as if it were. It’s me. I can even sense his Instinct. Protect. Protect!

			Florence turns the pages of the directory, then addresses Anne and Paul:

			“The Precious Reserve Collection of the Library Network. I have an address.”

			“Step on it!”

			It’s Goliath who hollers that, not me.

			Where was I, actually, me personally?

			Oh yes. With my head in a bag.

			I was about to die.

			Everything’s dark and I’ve almost stopped breathing and the guy’s sitting on my back and forcefully tightening the plastic and speaking to me, to me, Claire, in a voice that barely reaches me:

			“Give me back my Instinct.”

			The knife.

			Planted in my hand, it’s what’s trapping me. I’m not in pain anymore. I can’t feel my arms at all anymore. Jeez. Goliath is over there with the others in the van and he’s here with me in the dark. He is me and I am him. He takes my pain, I take his prostheses. I give the handle a sharp tug, dislodge the knife and, with a rotation that almost dislocates my shoulder, I plant it in the guy’s thigh. A scream. I move my body away from his and tear off the plastic bag. I breathe, cough, and cry all at once. Dark. I still can’t see anything. Was I too long without oxygen? I stand up and instantly fall back down. I tripped on the guy who’s spluttering over me.

			“Give me back my Instinct!”

			Even when shouting out, his voice is atonal. He grabs onto my hair, I keep kneeing him away. I don’t know where the knife has gone, but he doesn’t seem to know, either. He’s groping around, too. It isn’t me who’s blind, there’s been a power cut. Feint. Strike. Ironically, I have to suppress Goliath’s Instinct, as it pushes me to protect the guy—from me. I’m heavier than him, fiercer, too. He’s lost the advantage. Now it’s my turn to bear down on his body, crush him onto the floorboards and impose my voice on him:

			“You’re no one anymore.”

			I headbutt his head. All his muscles go slack, he’s knocked out for now.

			Get up, Claire.

			Yes, Goliath, yes. I advance in the darkness, feel for the walls with my fingertips. Get out of the room . . . through the corridor . . . across the sitting room . . . I bang into the corner of a foosball table. Feelings return to my arms, along with the pain. My hand is a bloody mess. I’m hurting but I don’t care. I’ve never felt so elated. Goliath didn’t wait for me; he didn’t forget me; he came; he’ll soon be up there.

			It’s up to me to get up to him.

			The alarm has stopped, but the shooting is reverberating throughout the basements. What I’m hearing doesn’t sound like a rescue mission. Everyone’s killing everyone. I have to get out of here. After more groping in the dark, I reach what I presume is the elevator control panel. I feel for the lock. Okay, okay, okay. No key, no electricity, no plan B.

			“How do I do it?”

			I asked that question with Goliath’s voice. I’m back in the van that’s tearing furiously along the river, back in his big, massively hunched up body, back in the nerves of his stumps that are linked to the mechanical arms strangling the seat in front of his, so hard is he concentrating, and, like one mirror reflecting another, through him I feel my own hands, the gaping wound on my transpierced palm, and the contradictory jubilation at regaining these sensations. 

			“Do what?” Florence asks.

			With the elasticity of adolescence, she slithers from seat to seat, weaving between the passengers, barely affected by Anne’s and Paul’s sharp turns of the wheel, to look at me close up. Goliath looks deep into her eyes, and I, in turn, dive in, and then I flow like water, an irresistible momentum, and spill over Goliath’s contours, and spread to Florence, into Florence, and I feel her amazement (and Goliath’s amazement—and my own amazement) and I am her, and I am him, and she is me, and she is him, and he is me, and he is her, triangular mirrors, a multidirectional and multidimensional infinity. 

			I am no longer alone.

			In the darkness of the bottom basement of the reserve collection, Florence takes control of my fingers and pulls apart the control panel.

			“It’s mechanical, not electronic.”

			Goliath and Florence look questioningly at Martha, the expert of the gang, who’s timidly curled up against the door of the van: I instantly spill over from them to her. I become her, she becomes me, and we vibrate as one. Her repairing Instinct takes over my actions, her hands blindly guide mine, despite the pain and joy that make my fingers tremble. I am no longer alone! I don’t know what I’m manipulating like this, but there’s a loud click and the elevator is coming. I think—but is it really me?—that it’s running on an emergency battery and I’ll have to get my butt in gear. I also think—and this time it’s Samuel’s healing Instinct that’s permeating me—that I need to disinfect my hand and stanch the bleeding. I’ve never been so happy to be in pain. I’m bubbling over with empathy. Feeling full of people who are miles away from me.

			“Please.”

			I turn around. He’s there. Michou, Coco-Rudy, whatever his name is: he’s a bastard. I can’t see him, but hear the clink of his chains, the creak of his leather. It sounds like he’s limping. A knife stab to the thigh, that would calm anyone down.

			“Claire, please.”

			Goliath, Florence, Martha, Samuel, and the van are far away from me again. I keep swirling back and forth, over there and back here, here and back over there, in an undertow of consciousness.

			“I don’t want to die like this, Claire.”

			Oh, the temptation to abandon him . . . I grab hold of him and shove him into the elevator.

			“Thanks.”

			“I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for me.”

			I press the glowing button; we ascend together. Not very high: the elevator stops dead at the next basement up. Okay, so the emergency battery won’t let us to go any further. Now I must find some other way. I open my eyes wide to see anything, but the power cut has affected the whole place.

			“Don’t leave me alone, Claire.”

			Michou-Coco-Rudy clings to me. I stiffen. I feel nothing, not even distrust, no, not even disgust at this skin sticking to mine, but he remains, and will forever remain, my murderer. 

			I push him away.

			“You’re already alone.”

			I get blood all over me. I fold my wounded hand against my stomach and, with the other one, flail around in the dark, brush against shelving, can feel some drawers. The place reeks of glue. The penultimate basement of the reserve collection is home to the restoration workshops. Are there any survivors here? Bursts of gunfire echo through the corridors. Explosions make the walls shake. It’s not that close, but it’s no longer that far away.

			Get out.

			I advance in the dark. My hand is throbbing. My feet clear a path through the books that have fallen off the shelves due to the tremors.

			“Claire, don’t leave me al . . . ”

			“Shh.”

			I’ve spotted some light. I push Michou-Coco-Rudy behind a gate with me. We knock over what must be rolls of paper; they don’t make too much noise as they fall. On the other side of the gate, the moving lights become clearer. Headlamps. I count them. Two, three, five . . . a dozen. It’s the restoration team, half in aprons, half in pajamas. I screw up my eyes: sitting on sacks, hunting rifles slung across their shoulders, they are whistling while stitching the bindings of books. Their Instincts are guiding the needles.

			They are also guarding an elevator shaft. Does this one work?

			Suddenly, they go quiet. Still stitching, they raise their eyes—and I raise mine. The light from the lamps moves with their foreheads. Behind the grille of the elevator, a shadow is descending. I watch it from a distance. That’s no elevator, that’s someone sliding down a rope.

			One of the restorers grabs his rifle. The shot resonates even in my stomach. The intruder let go of the rope and fell to the bottom of the shaft, without a cry, as if down a well. Killed instantly. The restorer returns to his stitching and they all resume their whistling.

			I freeze behind my gate. They’re not sitting on sacks; those are bodies. Bodies that were people. Thanks to the distant lamps of the restorers, I catch sight of Michou-Coco-Rudy’s smile, right beside me. I shake my head to say, “No, no, no,” but he’s already heading towards them.

			“It’s us they’re protecting, Claire. We’re their superstars.”

			The further he gets from the shadows, the less he limps. He ceases to be Michou and is Coco-Rudy again. He moves into the light as if on stage—he’s forgotten his thigh!—and his chains and leather gleam, he strides like a conqueror and when he opens his mouth, I almost expect to hear him sing.

			“Well played, gu . . . ”

			A bullet in the throat cuts him short. He collapses. Gurgles his own blood. From where I am, I can see black bubbles appearing and then bursting on his neck. I cling to the gate and force myself to take a slow, deep breath. Don’t vomit. Don’t cry. I forget my own suffering, my own sweater drenched in my own blood. Don’t attract attention. That was your best advice, Mom, oh, Mom, I should’ve called you back, I should’ve talked to you, and you, you should’ve listened to me, I’m your illness, Mom, I’m the We’s illness, the end of everything. Goliath and the others are going to throw themselves into death’s jaws because of me . . . A sound of slippers, of flapping soles. The restorers are approaching. They’ll spot me if I move, even an inch. I fear getting a bullet. They’ll sit on my corpse.

			“That’s the You, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah, well spotted.”

			“He was meant to stay down below.”

			“And Claire, is she still down there?”

			I keep totally still, their lamps tickle the corner of my eye. Don’t look at them. If I look at them, they’ll look back at me, and if they look at me, I’ll trigger the obsession in them, and if I do that, they’ll eat me, like they ate the previous You. All this, the elevator shaft, the black bubbles, the bodies like sacks, it’s all too tangible. I can’t feel Goliath anymore. Everything seems rigid, and cold, and mad.

			The voices continue:

			“Not that it makes much difference.”

			“We’re all going to die here anyway.”

			“He just bowed out a bit early.”

			The headlamps get weaker, the shadows harden. They return to their posts and me, I let the dark swallow me up, I peel away from the gate and edge backwards. Step by step, from corridor to corridor, far from the lamps, far from the voices, I get lost in the dark, don’t know where to go anymore, but I keep edging backwards. And when I’m back far enough, I curl up in a corner and don’t move from it. I don’t know how long I stay there, tense enough to get cramp, reduced to my simplest expression, reduced to my hand that hurts, shrunk to the size of my pain, it seems like hours that seem nothing to me. I don’t shudder anymore at the sound of explosions. It’s dark and all is blank.

			“Claire.”

			I turn to Goliath. Sitting at the back of the van, a three-dayold beard on his face, he turns to me. He looks angry. With me? Hey, it’s stopped raining. I relish the sun as it makes the drops on the windows glint. I’m not really here: it’s light by proxy. Not all of the condemned are this fortunate.

			“You won’t die, Claire.”

			Oh yes, it’s with me that Goliath’s angry.

			And with Florence, Joachim, Martha, Samuel, Lucie, Vincent, Thérèse, Paul and Anne, tightly packed together, so far from me, all arguing and insulting each other, their Instincts at breaking point.

			Furious with the raging mob outside, preventing the van from moving and banging on the doors in waves of fists and teeth, and with all those people screaming, “WE WILL FIND HER! WE WILL FIND HER! WE WILL FIND HER!”, not caring if they’re heard.

			“Goliath.”

			“You won’t die, Claire.”

			He looks at me through space, and I wonder why I don’t trigger the obsession in him, then realize that it’s because he sees me, not an image, not a mirage, not even the idea he may have of me; he sees me, just me, only me.

			“Goliath.”

			“We’re coming, now, nearly there.”

			“Goliath.”

			“What?”

			He doesn’t know how to speak quietly, Goliath, his voice invades the space between us, the miles of bitumen, the layers of basements, and roars inside me like thunder.

			I breathe in, I breathe out, I must tell him while I still can.

			“I don’t have an Instinct. I’ve never had one.”

			I stare at Goliath over there and I stare at the dark here, simultaneously. I count the seconds of silence that follow, a silence that absorbs all the sounds that surround us.

			

			“Well jeez, Claire, you’ve sure got guts.”

			Goliath’s eyebrows quiver until a tear angrily escapes. No, it’s not with me or them that he’s angry: it’s with the We. Something stirs in my chest, like a fluttering of wings, it’s primal, stifled for too long, it bubbles up all through my body.

			I laugh.

			I laugh in the shadows, I laugh among the dead. I laugh like I’ve never laughed in all my life. I laugh and perhaps cry a little, too, but mainly I laugh. I laugh so much that Goliath raises his eyebrows, his muscles relax one by one, and he, in turn, laughs, a thundering laughter that’s taken up by Florence, then Joachim, then Martha, and Samuel, and Lucie, and Vincent, and Thérèse, and Paul and Anne, a laughter that spreads like wildfire outside the van, rocks the rioters, travels from sidewalk to sidewalk, neighborhood to neighborhood, shakes men, women, children, the elderly, families, functionaries, workmen, all those bodies, whoever they are, that finally stop fighting and struggling, a laughter that opens up throats, loosens fists, stops the torment of the Instincts, a laughter that relieves and soothes, a laughter that clears up the road, and even the van, yes, even it drives off again laughing.

			“Is that you cackling like that?”

			A lightning flash in the dark cuts short my hilarity. Ejected from the van, I’m suddenly back down in the penultimate basement of the reserve collection. A flashlight is being pointed straight at my hiding place. And pointing it: January. In three strides, he’s with me.

			“Oh, Claire, your hand . . . Was it them who . . . ? Are you . . . ”

			His face, distorted by the play of shadows and light, is a tragedy mask. His mohawk seems washed out. I must look terrible myself. His flashlight is shivering. He’s seen death close up, too; perhaps inflicted it. I take him into my arms, as much to comfort him as to console myself.

			“Goliath is coming,” I murmur to him. “And you, you’re here.”

			He hugs me hard enough to leave an imprint of his piercings on my skin, then strips off on top, tears up his T-shirt, and bandages my hand as best he can.

			“Let’s not hang around, Claire. Everything’s going to pot. Even the Very-Highs.” 

			“You got right down here. How?”

			“The emergency trapdoors. I couldn’t find the bottombasement one, I was searching everywhere for you. Thank goodness you . . . but Claire, seriously, laughing hysterically like that . . . ”

			A series of explosions and a shower of plaster interrupt us. I don’t know if it’s coming from the restorers guarding the elevator or from another basement, but I’d rather not have to find out.

			Get out, Goliath says up there.

			“Follow me,” January says down here.

			After several corridors, a few bays, some percussion presses, guillotines, and laminators, the flashlight picks up a foldaway ladder. I climb the rungs with just one hand, laboriously, up to the trapdoor. January protects me from behind and, with his flashlight, shows me the way.

			Trapdoor after trapdoor, we keep going up. The light reveals bodies slumped at the foot of bookcases, like forgotten tomes. One part of me concentrates on the ladders, the other suffers the jolting of the van. Through Goliath, I recognize the factories of the industrial zone. Soon together. Soon, Claire. January turns off his flashlight. The blasts have got closer and we wait, halfway up a ladder, dangling between floor and ceiling. Some voices implore, bullets reply, and I understand that it’s not about opposing camps anymore, that it isn’t the Very-Highs’ army on one side and the rebel stronghold on the other, it’s now weapons being fired without discrimination or warning, at the slightest sound from the shadows, with no attempt to find out who’s who.

			And me, I’m split in two. I climb with January, I drive with Goliath, I advance both vertically and horizontally, I’m a ball of panic and impatience, I feel so far from myself and so close to everything!

			Suddenly, light. The real sun in my real eyes. That’s it, a final trapdoor and January and I have reached the ground floor. I recognize nothing now. Displays overturned, videotexes smashed, bays broken, bodies everywhere. They’ve all killed each other so efficiently, there’s not a living soul left. January is retching. I’m horrified. And aghast. And euphoric. It’s like I’m feeling everything at once without being able to untangle what’s making my heart beat and Goliath’s.

			He’s here. He’s here!

			Through the broken windows, I see the van storming into the carpark, and I see Anne and Paul at the wheel, forcing their way between the empty limousines, and I see Goliath, who hasn’t waited for the van to stop to open his door, and I see me, myself, through him.

			And only then do I see Modeste.

			On the doorstep. Neither totally outside, nor totally inside. Right between us. Pointing his gun at me.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			AND YOU

			I must have forgotten

			“Today, Claire.”

			Modeste’s voice, matter-of-fact. The tone of what’s obvious.

			My blood-soaked sweater doesn’t move him. I’ve a gun in front of me and a hand at half-mast. Ah, so this is it. So, here, so, now. So, Modeste and so, me. January is already diving forward to use his body as a shield. Never mind. I’d promised myself I’d not use it, but never mind:

			“Stay out of all this.”

			January stops dead, frozen by my imperative. I won’t let my eyes meet his offended eyes, I look deep into Modeste’s instead and, perhaps for the first time, I search for a trace of our childhood, that brief communal coexistence, before his Instinct woke up to push me down the stairs. Strained features, colorless lips: mainly, I find he’s looking rough. His haircut is a bowl smashed to pieces. So frail, his legs . . . so delicate, his hands . . . 

			His gun, however, is very solid. And very much pointed at me.

			Why can’t I manage to speak to him?

			“If you fire, I fire.”

			Behind Modeste, Goliath has drawn a gun, too. A part of me that’s still him, like we’re an extension of each other, can feel his prostheses shaking around the gun’s grip. This is his most counter-Instinctive act ever.

			From where I am, trapped in the midst of the ground-floor’s devastation, with a gun aimed at me by Modeste, who’s blocking the exit, I can also sense Florence and the others in their van. I can’t see them in the carpark anymore, but I can feel them, like you can feel another body when just brushing the hairs on your arm against it, and I know they’re scared they’ll trigger a chain reaction with just the sound of a van door opening. Forced into retreat, January breathes heavily. Our feet are vibrating: in the basements, the thunder is still roaring, the darkness bleeding, the massacre continuing.

			And me, I now have no idea where I’m at.

			“Ah, my ex-teammate,” Modeste says, without turning to Goliath. “You kept my lovey? No sense in that. You won’t be able to use it.”

			“I will.”

			“You can’t.”

			“I can!”

			Goliath always speaks loudly, but when he actually screams, really screams, it cuts through your body like a shockwave. Through a combination of insomnia and stimuli, troubled by his feelings, tangled up in mine, made to feel guilty by his Instinct—Protect Claire! Protect Modeste! Protect them!—and jacked by our symbiosis, he ends up shooting. His bullet blasts the cement of the entrance, just inches from Modeste.

			“I can,” he repeats. “I can because I’m half of Claire right now and Claire has no Instinct. I can, but I don’t want to.”

			Modeste doesn’t take his eyes or his gun off me, but I notice his eyebrows quivering. I’d like to say to him. . . I don’t yet know what, something is stirring deep in my memory and I keep falling again and again down the same stairs.

			“Why don’t you want to?” Modeste asks. “You love Claire. You’ve chosen her. You know that I’m going to kill her. That I need to kill her. That I’ll kill myself afterwards. So why wouldn’t you want to kill me?”

			“Because I love you, too, jeez!”

			A cry from the heart. That shockwave rocks Modeste on his feet, weakens his shoulders, and almost makes the barrel of his gun drop. January has fallen to his knees. It hits me hard, too, it unlocks me, my hand screams, I plunge back down those stairs, back there, back then, and yes, an old memory tries to find its way through me, once and for all.

			Goliath is dripping from skin, eyes, and nose, and I’m dripping with him.

			“I can’t stand your Instinct, you’ve no idea! I hate what it turns you into. And if that’s really what the We is, it can go to hell! But you, what you are, that glass of water you held out to me, your inability to understand me and your way of trying all the same: it touched me, dammit! So, please, don’t force me to protect Claire. To protect her from you.”

			Goliath goes quiet, out of breath, then adds:

			“I can. And you can, too.”

			Slowly, gently, he puts his gun down on the ground. Modeste glances back, quick as a quaver, without moving the gun aimed at my chest. His mouth half-opens and his breath whistles between his lucky teeth. The same ones as mine.

			Yes, I almost remember . . . 

			“Sorry,” Modeste says.

			His Instinct pulls the trigger. The gun fires. Goliath yells, January swears. And me, I’m calm. So calm that everything slows down, inside and out, even the bullet decelerates and I can serenely watch its trajectory towards my heart.

			Sorry.

			No: Sowwy.

			Modeste had already said that to me, a very long time ago, when we were children. I finally remember. The look in Modeste’s eyes, at the top of the stairs, at the moment he pushed me.

			That look loved me.

			The bullet stopped somewhere between Modeste and me. Or rather, time was suspended. Nothing moves anymore, neither I, nor Modeste, nor Goliath, nor January, nor the pain in my hand, nor the basements of the reserve collection, nor the surface of the world. Movement no longer exists. Distances disappear.

			I am fully me and totally you.

			Do you remember, too? Yes. And when we drew on the piano with an indelible marker, do you remember? Yes. Mom banished us from her workshop for days and we cried clinging to Dad’s legs, do you remember? Yes. And the album, do you remember the album? Yes, I remember it. I’d stolen a bill from the parents’ wallet. You took me by the hand, forcibly. I was scared of going to the stationery store on my own. It was just round the corner, it seemed interminably far to me. And I grumbled at you for not walking fast enough. You cleared the counter of stickers. The lady at the store asked me questions, but I’d put on my personal stereo. I knew very well that you were pretending. She didn’t give us a bag. I had to help you carry everything. I wasn’t even ashamed of having stolen the money. You promised me I could put three stickers in the album. You stuck them any old how, it had spoilt everything. And you shouted at me. And you sulked. And you apologized.

			 

			“The water was too cold,” Claire tells me.

			I am Modeste. I think I am, at least. In any case, I am me. Where is Claire? Ah. Lying close to me, at the foot of the chestnut tree, on a carpet of leaves, inside another dream. She’s looking for the sky between the branches. I look for it, too, because she’s my big sister and whatever my big sister does, I do, too.

			“What water?” I ask.

			“Of the spring.”

			“What spring?”

			“The one in the forest.”

			“Oh yes. That spring.”

			

			“It was a hot day, but the water was too cold.”

			“You wanted to swim.”

			“You did, too.”

			“I wanted to because you wanted to.”

			“That’s dumb.”

			“You’re my big sister.”

			“A man said it was shameful to plunge a little kid like you into such cold water. I felt bad.”

			“You were a little kid, too.”

			“I was your big sister.”

			“It’s true that my feet turned blue.”

			“I promised you a cocoa.”

			Ah. At last. It took some time, but Claire finally remembers.

			“You didn’t make me one.”

			“No?”

			“No.”

			“I must have forgotten.”

			“You forgot, yes.”

			“Sorry.”

			I look at Claire and Claire looks at me.

			“Will there be others?” I ask her.

			“Other what?”

			“Other yous and mes. After us. After We.”

			Claire smiles at me. You smile at We.

			“I don’t know, but if I were to start over, I promise, this time, I wouldn’t forget the cocoa again.”

			You look at We and We look at You.

			We look at You who looks at We.

			We look at We through You.

			You look at You through We.

			Oh, We are so sick!

			Not sick from You, Claire.

			Sick from loneliness.

			Heal We.

			Save me.

			 

			I’m Claire again. 

			I’m Claire and I’m overflowing.

			I no longer have skin to contain me, no boundary or limit, I’m hungry, wonderfully hungry with an appetite that’s too big for me, I swallow up Modeste with all my heart, Goliath with all my strength, and January, don’t be scared anymore, I won’t leave a crumb of you, I swallow all of you and your van, Samuel, Thérèse, Vincent, Martha, Paul, Anne, Joachim, Lucie, and Florence, so stop fighting, everyone, in the basements, on all the roads, in every street of every neighborhood of every Sector, and let yourselves be cheerfully devoured, let me eat you first, Avril, let me eat you both alive, Mom far away beside a phone booth and Dalila scouring the countryside as she runs, let yourself be snapped up, humanity, and you, yes, even you, Very-Highs of the West, the East, the South, the North, and the Center, the untouchable and untouched beyond-Saints, forsaken in your skyscrapers, I ingest you just as I ingest all the Instincts in the world, and well beyond that, each man, each woman, each being, each animal, each plant, each stone, each particle, each planet, and one and all, You, We, Me, and the Universe, I invite us to my table for the most communicant of conjugations!

			 

			One second.

			That’s all it lasted.

			Not one second more: one second less.

			The bullet is back inside Modeste’s gun. It hasn’t yet been fired. I am Claire and I’m resolutely alive. One second less and yet, nothing is as it was before anymore.

			Or almost nothing.

			“Oh, jeez. Oh, jeez and double jeez.”

			Goliath is overwhelmed.

			January is staring at me and there’s no more fear in his eyes. Florence and the others came out of the van holding hands. In the basements, the deadly storm is over. Someone somewhere—outside or inside, I don’t know—starts to sing a nursery rhyme. And me, I smile like never before, sated with a feeling that I know is shared by the whole world.

			I have finally eaten my fill.

			Modeste lets go of his gun. And his first ever tear.

			“We have found You.”

		 
		

	
		
			AND US

			What is the game?

			“Well, Goliath?”

			Claire is waiting on the platform, wrapped in a pink puffer coat. Her bobble hat flattens her bangs half over her eyes, and beneath it all: a beaming smile. I’ve barely stepped off the train before she throws her question straight at me, like a ball, come on, catch.

			“Okay. Hello, for a start. And well what?”

			“The North-Northeast Sector. Well, what d’you think of it?”

			“Going by the first fifteen seconds? Freezing.”

			“You’ll see, the summers are boiling hot. How was the journey?”

			You’ll see. With a tug on the straps, I adjust my backpack. It contains what little I own.

			“Couchette hard as an ironing board. Shortage of pillows. Blocked toilets. My neighbor’s Instinct? Embalming. He talked in his sleep. Revealed all that he did to the corpses—what he liked doing to them, Claire—and spared me no detail. In short, the journey was long.”

			“Right, right. Come along. It’d be silly to miss the bus.”

			She slips her arm through mine and leads me with a gusto that would have done for my prosthesis had I not overhauled the mechanism pre-departure. My shoes skid on the ice in the station. Claire is wearing cleated boots.

			Virtually empty, the bus. The train was, too, for several of the last stops. The world’s god-forsaken hole. We’ve got seats galore, Claire and I, but we don’t sit down. At first, we don’t talk much about ourselves. We exchange news about this person and that. What’s January up to? He’s got more and more dogs up there, at his mountain refuge; and Avril? She got promoted, and that’s just the start, one day we’ll have to call her “Your Honor;” and Florence? Still on the roads, in a trailer with the others; and your parents? They’re closing the garage, going on holiday, and buying a ton of stamps for their future postcards.

			We let ourselves be bounced around by the twists and turns, Claire and I, her shoulder bumps mine, my knee knocks hers. Virtually empty, the bus, but it seems full to me.

			I notice that Claire’s holding on with only one hand.

			“Is it hurting you?”

			“Less and less.”

			“And your work, how’s it going?”

			“Like it does for every superette checker, I guess. It goes.”

			

			“And . . . um . . . all okay?”

			“A bit of a sore butt by the end of the shift.”

			“I mean . . . um . . . nobody recognizes you?”

			Claire cracks the biggest smile, and the gap between her teeth seems to widen, too. Where does she get this happy-go-luckiness from, jeez?

			“Nobody. To think that, not so long ago, the entire world was obsessed with me. It’s funny, hey?”

			I’m hardly one to talk, with my booming voice, but I’d prefer Claire to lower hers a little. Even if there is hardly anyone on the bus, I just would.

			“And no one bothers you about . . . you know?”

			I tap my own ear, discreetly.

			“Never. I’m left in messianic peace.”

			Whatever Claire says, I hope we won’t be checked. A confidant without a personal stereo, and an intersectoral ex-celebrity to boot, that’s enough to attract attention. She bears a fake mark; I’ve ditched my badge. And even if, today, the Very-Highs don’t seem to give a hoot about me, I’m still kind of a deserter.

			“You’ll see, Goliath, they won’t come and bother you here. All will be fine. So drop that frown, okay? The apartment’s pretty old, when you walk on the parquet floor, it creaks two rooms away. You like white sauce, at least? I’ve prepared an astronomical quantity of pasta. Modeste always says I overcook it, but I like it soft. Mom can’t wait to meet you. Dalila, too, but then she can’t ever wait. And Modeste, oh my god, since you bought your train ticket, your place has been laid at the table. Small plates on large, if you please. You might hear workshop noises early in the morning. And late in the evening. Mom’s Instinct doesn’t really follow a schedule. Last night, she was working away on a harpsichord. The apartment’s just above, that won’t bother you, I hope?”

			I shake my head, nod, nod, shake my head. I’m still at you’ll see. Claire blithely lays this future out to me, not suspecting how much it stirs me inside. I will see. I will see her. With her mitten, she draws a circle in the condensation on the bus window. It’s like a spyhole on a door, the forest goes by in black and white. I was expecting a lot of green, but it’s mainly tree trunks, frost, rocks, and maybe a doe here and there, I couldn’t really say, the bus follows its route and I can’t stop looking at Claire’s hat. It’s torture, a bobble like that; I wish I had my real fingers from before to hold on to it.

			

			Or maybe I’m trying to avoid something else.

			“And . . . um . . . Modeste’s Instinct?”

			“Ah, we’re there!”

			I don’t know if Claire didn’t hear me, or didn’t want to hear me. We get off the bus in the town center. Evening’s already upon us. Two carousels, a skating rink, lots of garlands, and some chalets selling pricey scented candles: the square is as kitsch as my parents’ sitting room—in fact, mustn’t forget to call them on arrival, those two, or I’ll hear them bellowing from the other end of the supercontinent. Jeez. I’m about to meet Claire’s moms and see Modeste, and I’m turning up empty-handed.

			I almost consider buying a scented candle.

			It’s really crowded here, mainly families, some functionaries leaving their offices, it’s like some extraordinary celebration that I can’t stop gawping at. Those folks handing out free soup, the dentist checking the kids’ teeth before they get hold of any candies, the female firefighter who’s testing the electrical installation: Instincts in action everywhere, all the time.

			“Fancy a mulled wine?”

			Behind Claire’s question, I detect another more serious one, but her pursed lips defy me.

			“Sanctioned by Instinct Admin, promise.”

			“No, it’s just that the folks here are so . . . and in the South Sector, it was the same . . . for weeks, they’ve all been acting as if . . . on the train, too, they were . . . makes you wonder . . . ”

			Claire listens to me. She waits for me to find my words, doesn’t impose her own on me.

			“How can one suppress a memory to that degree? The collective flipping of the lid: universally forgotten! Did I go through, what we all went through with you, Claire, through you, and Modeste, and the We, it was surely far more than a murmur, wasn’t it? It’s as if nothing happened. Nothing has changed.”

			“And nothing has changed?”

			Clare watches me intently, calmly. Undivided attention, and I always put that down to Instinct, but now realize that, with me, she wasn’t forcing herself to pretend.

			I won’t pretend, either:

			“It happened at the Central Sector station. I’m waiting for my connection. Around eleven thirty at night, I’m half-asleep on a bench. A little old lady is sitting right beside me. Very upright, very dignified, her shopping bag neatly at her feet. I can smell her eau de toilette. She’s waiting for the train, too. She leans over to her shopping bag. She rummages inside it. And then, Claire, then she passes out. And is keeling over head first, about to smash her dentures on the concrete.”

			There’s a lump in my throat I can’t get rid of.

			“And?” Claire encourages me.

			“And I caught her.”

			“You caught her.”

			“I caught her. Me. Just me. Not my Instinct. Well, I mean . . . I sensed my Instinct, sure. Picked up its warning signal. I sensed it, yeah, but it wasn’t my Instinct that caught the old lady. It was me. Just me.”

			That’s it. The lump in my throat’s gone.

			“For me, Claire, everything changed. And it scared me.”

			Claire seems to think for a moment, her nose red with cold, then she swivels round.

			“I’m going to show you something. It’s on the way.”

			She races across the square. I struggle to follow her. Folks move out of Claire’s way with no jostling, not even really noticing, seeming elsewhere, as if she were at once there and not there, then they all flow back together in her wake, like water.

			But me, I have to elbow my way through.

			Claire jaywalks across the road. I’m ready to roar, with anger and fear, but the cars brake in front of her, and not one sounds its horn. A Virtuous on duty under a store’s neon lights watches the scene without turning a hair. I’m dumbfounded.

			Same story on the sidewalk. Claire advances with a kind of calm familiarity, hands in the pockets of her pink puffer; as she approaches, passers-by move aside, couples part, only to rush back together further along, conversations break off, then resume. Not a single head turns to look at her.

			Claire enters a public garden. My backpack bounces on my shoulders as I join her.

			“Messianic peace, hey?”

			“I told you, Goliath. All will be fine.”

			“They really can’t see you?”

			“It’s me who doesn’t want to be seen anymore.”

			I look down at the snow at my feet, which I’m reducing to slush. To me, it doesn’t seem fair.

			“Well, I won’t forget. Neither you nor anything. Never.”

			“Me neither, Goliath, I won’t forget. Neither you nor anything. Never.”

			She’s really serious and really serene under her bobble, Claire. Irresistible. I plant my lips on hers, smile against smile.

			“What did you want to show me?”

			“That.”

			With her chin, she indicates the deserted garden, barely lit, with its swings, climbing frame and spinner blanketed in frost. A playground, basically.

			“The wall,” Claire specifies.

			The wall, okay. I see it. Ideal for drawing on with chalk. Except it’s not drawings on the wall. It’s short lines. Lots of short lines.

			“Scores,” Claire explains. “It’s a new game. A game that came out of nowhere, from one day to the next, which the children play secretly, far from adults’ eyes. I watch them, but hey, it’s not the same with me. Like all new fads, it’s bound to have spread to all the playgrounds across the Sectors.”

			“And what is it, this game?”

			“You’re late.”

			We turn round. Modeste is coming towards us. His soles crunch the frozen lawn of the garden. His fluorescent-fur earmuffs have the same effect on me as Claire’s bobble. I notice that his skin hasn’t gained a wrinkle, or his head a white hair, which comes as a relief as much as it worries me.

			“Your Instinct,” I say. “Still working?”

			Modeste considers me at length without blinking.

			“There are no more derailments.”

			We’ll take that as a “no.”

			“And everything okay?” I persist. “You’re feeling well?”

			“My nose is cold.”

			We’ll take that as a “yes.”

			Modest has a quick look at the wall of scores.

			“You told him about the game.”

			“I was in the middle of doing so.”

			Hey. A bit prickly, suddenly, Claire’s voice. And pinched, her smile?

			“The pasta’s getting cold,” Modeste says.

			“That’s awful. Quick, quick, let’s hurry.”

			We leave the garden by the back gate. Claire and Modeste lead the way in silence, side by side. The atmosphere has turned weird.

			“Oh,” Modeste finally twigs. “You were just kidding?”

			

			Claire rolls her eyes.

			We arrive at an old building. And I still don’t know what the game is. We pass the tuning workshop, its shutter down. I look up at the windows on the next floor. Noses pressed to glass, two ladies I don’t yet know are peering at me. Woah, I suddenly feel really nervous. What if the moms don’t like me? I’ll hunkering down here for a long time, after all. Modeste holds the front door open for me, Claire switches on the light in the hall of the building, and then I see it.

			The staircase.

			The smell of polish brings back a memory that doesn’t really belong to me. Is it Claire who told it to me? Or is it also part of what remains of what we experienced, back there in the Central Sector? I don’t walk up these stairs; not straight away. I let Claire and Modest go first, in front of me. I watch them climbing the steps side by side.

			“You overcooked it again.”

			“I prefer it soft.”

			“Me, without salt and without sauce.”

			“Without pasta, too?”

			“You still owe me a cocoa.”

			Claire isn’t holding the banister. Hands in pockets: she’s not afraid. What I’ve been observing since earlier, it’s just banter. Nothing more, nothing less. There’s a pounding inside my chest. If Claire’s not afraid, I won’t be afraid, either. I charge up the stairs, in turn. Jeez, I could cry with emotion.

			“What is the game?”

			Claire and Modeste wipe their feet on the doormat, then, opening the apartment door to me, they answer with one voice:

			“‘Action or Instinct’.”
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INSTINCT PRINCIPLES

. Everyone has an Instinct.

. Always trust your Instinct.

. All Instincts are equal.

. There are only High Instincts.

Lying about your Instinct is illegal.

Abuse of an Instinct is a crime.

The Instinct knows where, when, how.

. You don’t need to know why.

. Instinct Administration has total authority.

O PN LW

INSTINCT ADMINISTRATION

I. A Virtuous has saved 11 lives.

II. An Angel has saved 101 lives.

III. An Archangel has saved 1,001 lives.

IV. A Throne has saved 10,001 lives.

V. A Cherub has saved 100,001 lives.

VI. A Seraph has saved 1,000,001 lives.

VII. A Potent has saved 10,000,001 lives.

VIII. A Messiah has saved 100,000,001 lives.

IX. A Supreme has saved 1,000,000,001 lives.

The “Saints” are the Virtuous, the Angel, the Archangel,
and the Throne.

The “Very-High” are the Cherub, the Seraph, the Potent
and the Messiah.

The status of Supreme has, to date, never been attained.
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