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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
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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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