
        
            [image: couverture]
        

     

Dreaming 2074

 
 

A Utopia Created by French Luxury

 
 

A COLLECTIVE WORK

BY THE COMITÉ COLBERT


A Collective Utopia Created

by French Luxury

 
Created in 1954, the Comité Colbert is celebrating its 60th anniversary in 2014. For this occasion, its
members—78 firms from the French luxury sector and
14 cultural institutions, which have joined together
through common values—wanted to follow the paths
taken by their visionary creators with an incursion into
2074.
Confident in the power of the imagination to model
reality, the Comité Colbert has chosen to dream 2074.
Thus, throughout 2013, it conducted The Utopia Factory through which each firm first expressed its dream
in the form of a short text, an image and five words.
This material, both rich and inventive, was then shaped
through ten workshops giving rise to a collective utopia
incarnating the overall vision of French luxury. Optimistic, borne by powerful, shared values, the noventique luxury utopia, the industry of rêver-vrai, places
the human being at the heart of its dream. It derives
nourishment from paradoxes to assert both the values
of sharing and the vital importance of aesthetic emotion
for each individual. It creates bonds between beings
and, through transmission, with future generations.
In order to contaminate society with the radiant
optimism of this utopia, the Comité Colbert has conceived a collective work that it is making available to
everyone. This work is the fruit of a unique collaboration, rich with the visions of the firms that make up
the Comité Colbert, in the form of a narrative given
to them by six science fiction authors, the sound resonance created by a musician and the poetic inventions
of a linguist.
It is this work, created by 200 hands, which we
invite you to read, to listen to, to enjoy...
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2074 –When Luxury Speaks French

 
In 2074, time does not stand still any more than during any other period. Over the past 40 years, everything
has gone very fast, and shows no signs of slowing. The
world has seen the sublime or disastrous parameters of
human life deploy. Technique is leading the race; from
the Greek, the word was translated into Latin as ars,
artis, our ART. This transformation from technique into
aesthetic creation has been reversed today and certain
techniques, particularly those of life, pleasure, happiness, have become artistic, as a result of a very ancient
practice, crafts. The craft, which has been found again,
rejuvenated, empowered, innovative, utopist, universal,
has caught up with art, and even surpassed it, because
the arts have been compromised, starting in the 20th
century, by speculation and financial bubbles. This
admirable know-how stands out against the hold of
the massive, the monotone, the day-to-day, promoted
by industrialization and the concentration of the major
media, which have so worn down the human being.
A symbol of freedom, an instrument of fulfilment,
a vehicle for generosity, once reserved for minorities,
LUXURY has spread over the surface of our small
solar planet (we now know of millions of exoplanets),
this planet which is starting to perceive the universe,
the beyond, and to explore part of the solar system,
while the substance of all things reveals its minuscule
miracles. New matter appears, with nanotechniques1,
molecules for health, for pleasure, for a life that lasts
longer and is more in tune with both oneself and the
other.
The keywords of luxury no longer confine the
spaces reserved for well-being. Quite the contrary.
They express emotion and sensitivity, open space and
sustainability with all the force of the momentary,
requirement and respect, knowledge and action for the
happiness of all. Almost three centuries ago, a young
French revolutionary said that happiness was a “new
idea in Europe”. Today, it has become a central idea
in the world, as we approach the 22nd century of the
Common Era.
In 2074, despite the doomsayers, Europe is still
beautiful and creative, and France is more than ever
a source of joy for the entire planet. The biblical formula of divine creation, “let there be light”, by way of
a Latin paronym, can add the ambitious “fiat lux” of
superior know-how to the “fiat lux” of beliefs. In fact,
luxury is an active “light” (lux), an aurora. The human
sky has moved from the dark thunderheads of misfortune to the promising “cloud” of digital exchanges.
These luminous values are added to those carried by
the veritable Latin etymology, created with exuberant
energy–that of sap in the springtime–and unpredictability, the sign of creativity.
Despite human folly, the “global village” foreseen
by the prophet McLuhan is finally acquiring a structure
and growing humanized. It requires the light of luxury,
and its values, which are generosity, emotion, surprise,
inventiveness, stimulating paradox and, according to
a great, yet pessimistic poet from days gone by, “calm
and sensual pleasure”.
In 2074, the major powers of our small planetary world–China, the United States, Brazil, Canada,
Argentina, Japan, Russia and a Europe that is finally
united–have been joined by numerous states in Asia,
the Middle East, Africa, Latin America and the Pacific,
in a universal demand for well-being and happiness.
Human needs and desires have cast down borders. The
planet has entered a “post-history” period as different
from past history as that period was unlike pre-history.
It required a peaceful, a “quiet” revolution, to use an
old expression coined by Francophones in Québec.
Given a network of human contacts that is both
planetary and immediate, the rigid, stifling opposition
of the ego and difference is finally losing ground. Individual well-being and personal pleasure can spread and
share. Rimbaud’s “I is another” gives way to “every
other is me”. In this perspective, luxury has become a
major instrument. It has become both the tip of modernity and the recourse to heritage values threatened or
lost through the crushing action of mediocrity, banality and carelessness. This neoluxury establishes a new
harmony between the sensations born from matter
and immaterial wealth, between physical conditions
and needs and those of the mind, between the real and
the dream, between truth and beauty, returning to the
ancient vision of Socrates and Plato.
Among its powers, luxury creates MEANING. In
the world of signs, in the Babel of languages, it joins
forces with the arts, with poetry and culture, to promote
a universal humanism. However, in each language,
ways of speaking, words, have appeared to express its
essence and its birth, to transmit its powers.
In 2074, languages continue to evolve. The evolution of French, the preferred language of luxury, along
with all those languages that express this universal
activity, has maintained and even enhanced its prestige. Its grammar has been simplified somewhat and
finding its subtleties, those exalted by writers and poets
in the past, has become a veritable luxury. Yet, the
writers of today have not abandoned the language. The
pronunciation of the language has been enriched; the
regional “accents” of France and those of the various
French-speaking regions around the world—Europe,
America, Africa, the Levant, the Pacific, etc.—have
added new colours and music to the dull, monotone
manner of speech used in France at the beginning of
this century.
Let us look at the glossary, at the words we use to
classify the things of the world and clarify our ideas.
A study was made of the words of luxury 63 years ago
and the results were preserved: terms such as beauty,
creation, elegance, emotion, or even light, dream,
seduction, are still used just as frequently. Only exception, exclusivity and, to a lesser extent, rarity, which
were mentioned at that time, no longer enjoy the same
pertinence in terms of luxury. Luxury has become
generalized, has spread and is shared; in a word, it
has been humanized at the level of the species and,
as always, without trivializing matters, by means of a
brilliant paradox. Quantity has, finally, fallen in step
with extreme quality.
These new French words include a few anglicisms,
American for the most part, in an effort to “sound
chic”, as a result of an archaic conception of luxury. I
will not mention them now just as in the same way that,
in the past, I ignored the use of “know-how” and “melting pot” in French, feeling that savoir-faire and métissage express as much and are more valid in terms of
pronunciation and writing. This Franglais adds nothing
to the concept of luxury. Other languages, moreover,
are available to contribute their own music and distinct
concepts; it is impossible to translate the Italian word
morbidezza and the Arabic aljamal, while being as
important as our luxe, is culturally distinct. It is Latin
and Greek, living sources for the French language, as
is also the case of the Romance languages and even
English, that have provided new ways of talking, with
elements of French itself. Thus, combining the ideas
of magic and luxury, certain luxury products are now
described as imagique. For all that, they are not imaginary but concrete, while evoking the immaterial. Moreover, we speak of a craft as immatérialiste although
it uses materials that have been renewed through
physicochemistry; the savoir-faire of luxury may be
referred to as immaterial, just as a certain branch of
20th literature was “surrealistic”. This savoir-faire is
thus neomaterial.
We had recourse to the ancient vocabulary of beauty,
with the Greek kallos, the Latin terms pulcher and formosus (which the Spanish language transformed into
hermoso). With respect to the Latin decorus which
described beauty created by human action, it had
already given French the words décoration and décorum. Although the Latin pulcher did not succeed in
French, while scholars did make attempts to refer to
“pulchritude”, a perfect Latinism, it is undoubtedly for
reasons of euphonia; pulchre is not suitable. On the
other hand, there is nothing remarkable about referring
to something as formose; in the past, the Portuguese
called the Island of Taiwan, Formosa.
Among the new compound words formed in French,
we will retain the sensitive state of pleasure caused by
the luxurious, the bel-être, which has nothing to do
with bellâtre ( “dandy”) and which describes the feeling
of aesthetic fullness, the supreme luxury of an existence “in beauty”. Another compound word, less paradoxical than it seems, is rêver-vrai, a state only luxury
artisans know how to create.
In order to evoke the essential notions of both
authenticity and beauty, a brand has registered the
adjective beauthentique and the noun beauthenticité.
These portmanteau words are not used in general language, unlike another such word that gives the spatial
idea of “ubiquity” a planetary dimension, which corresponds to the relatively recent evolution of the idea
of luxury; this word is orbiquité, from the Latin orbs,
orbis “the orb, the orbit (of the planet)”. In fact, it is
not so much the aesthetic character of authenticity that
catches our attention but that of inventiveness, creativity (this is how the use of the adjective noventique
spread).
With regard to the investment of space and time
by luxury, with the creative paradox of the individual
values of proximity associated with those of earthly
globalization, we were able to speak of the proximondial ( “proxiglobal”), or even intimondial ( “intiglobal”),
character of luxury. Another paradox resides in the
association of the immediacy of sensations with the
durability of luxury work: the luxury, the pleasure it
procures are now instéternel.
However, the word factory occasionally breaks
down, both today in 2074 as well as in the past. This
occurs, even for necessary concepts, such as that of the
“sixth sense”, which may require the development of
the luxurious: we hesitate to say that a luxury artisan or
his inspiration is sextisensible.
Next to the adjective luxueux, which has been in
use in French since the second half of the 18th century, while avoiding the forms that could have evoked
lechery, we can talk about something that is luxien, an
adjective for which the feminine form, luxienne, resembles the name Lucienne, evoking light, or use creations
such as luxifères ( “luxiferous”), luxigènes ( “luxigenic”)
or luxiphores (luxiforic), although the two latter were
rejected by the Académie française since they combine
Greek elements with the Latin luxus. However, specific
forms of the luxury domain have been given very comprehensible designations, and, as a result, we speak of
périluxe ( “periluxury”), interluxe ( “interluxury”) and
intraluxe ( “intraluxury”). However, we could be criticized with respect to paraluxe ( “paraluxury”), which
is to luxury what paramedical is to medical. As for the
expression “de luxe”, since the English language has
been using it, admittedly somewhat indiscriminately, it
has lost its value to a certain extent. On the other hand,
the word luxe remains common in the figurative, where
it can be used along with luxuriance: “a luxuriance of
metaphors, colours, rare sensations…” and people continue to use it.
All of this vocabulary, which interferes occasionally with that of the leading- edge technologies, the
digital, multimedia, molecular domains, genetics, cuisine, or even space, is gradually making its way into
French-language dictionaries, whereas it has occasionally already passed into current usage on the other side
of the Atlantic or across the Pacific.
In any case, an abundant catalogue, in dictionaries
in a French format or derived from the Greek and Latin
components that are familiar to numerous languages,
is available to express the various aspects of luxury: to
each his own!
ALAIN REY





1 I reserve the word technology for the study, the science of
techniques.


 
Porphyrian Tree

 
“Each human being wants to be moved
by a story that touches him.

The only element that changes is the
means for doing that.”

ARISTOTLE



 
“Ho что Вы делаете?”
Oleg Sarenkov realized that they were kidnapping
his wife. The businessman dropped the bottle, which
shattered upon hitting the floor. The French wine, a
great vintage, painted a scarlet furrow, like an inflected
lifeline, a future imposed on the billionaire, a man who
had always been the master of his own destiny.
Sarenkov hesitated by his vehicle. His neighbourhood, an up-scale residential complex reserved for
Saint Petersburg’s wealthiest, prohibited all locomotion
but walking. One benefit, among others, for which he
paid a considerable sum. But never more than today.
One hundred meters. One hundred meters to cover to
reach his wife. He started to run.
His eyes captured every little image, lids fluttering
in time with instinct, relayed immediately, in calm, digital mode, by the icon recorder implant. Over the next
few days, the scene would play over and over again in
his mind.
Sixty meters.
Three strangers. Two hired men in grey suits stood
on either side of his wife. Heavy build, graceful movements, possibly former Spetznaz. They obeyed a tall
man, short, jade black hair, perfectly tailored suit,
square face with delicate features. Sarenkov noticed
all these details as he approached.
“Оставьте мою супруга в покое!”
They were taking Alyona, the love of his life since
well before the success, the wealth, the charitable
works and all those hours at the office that kept them
from one another. Today, Sarenkov had cancelled his
business meetings and dismissed the body guards his
wife could no longer stand. They were supposed to celebrate their wedding anniversary.
Thirty meters.
Pain tore through him, forcing him to slow. A stitch
in his side, breathless, heart pounding, the billionaire
was out of shape. No, not now, not today. What had
happened to the young Oleg who, at the age of 20, had
worked the markets? That boy whose honest face and
devastating smile had seduced Alyona? His voice rang
out from the past, urging him on: Faster! You’ve done
this before. Show this city that scorned you in your
youth that you can conquer it all over again. No, forget
what I just said and think only of your wife.
Something was wrong. An absurd remark inasmuch
as Sarenkov found himself in the middle of a tragedy,
but which made sense considering his wife’s behaviour.
She was perfectly calm. No one was forcing her into
the autoplane parked there, defying all authorities. The
vehicle rose 30 meters straight up and headed south.
For the first time in a very long while, Oleg Sarenkov
did not know what to do, torn between rage and dejection. He slowed, stopped. The man in the elegant suit
was watching him. The billionaire said nothing, letting
his egosphere trigger the alarms. First, they would try
to contact his wife’s sphere, without success. The Securit official services would not respond either. Suddenly,
Sarenkov stepped back, overwhelmed by the neural discharge. Not painful, but unpleasant. His transmissions
were diverted, then looped back to him by the egosphere
of the man with the black hair. The man who walked
over to him, gracefully, in complete control.
“Mr. Sarenkov.”
It was not a question. The man was speaking Russian through a translation system, with a very slight
accent, possibly French.
He said, “You should read this.”
The transparent screen appeared directly in front of
the billionaire. Alyona’s face appeared.
“Oleg, listen to me. I mean really listen to me, like
you used to. Obey without question, do not attempt to
understand. What this man is going to ask you to do is
my anniversary gift. Probably the most important one
in our lives. I love you. Don’t ever forget that.”
The image disintegrated into a cloud of pixels.
Sarenkov held back a sob, weeping was not his habit,
then nodded in submission, for the first time in his life.
The man nodded in turn and gently said, “Mr. Sarenkov. You’re going to go home now. You need to choose
three objects. After that, we’re going to blow your
house up.”
“My house? But it’s worth a fortune!”
“Money can be replaced. Happiness is priceless.
You’re doing business.”
“And which objects?”
“The ones that are most important to you, to you as
a couple, I mean.”
“What if I choose wrong?”
“You’ll never see your wife again.”
Sarenkov’s arm shot out with a cross punch. The
man blocked it effortlessly and, with a movement
as smooth as molasses, turned his arm to look at his
watch.
“You have 15 minutes, Mr. Sarenkov. Don’t waste
your time. You’ve ruined enough to date.”
The billionaire pulled away violently and headed
back up the alley that led to his home. The door opened
as it recognized his digital footprints: records of patents
filed in his name, magazine subscriptions, membership cards for the principal clubs in the industry, contracts signed by him, including the one for the house.
The man with the black hair followed him, without
encountering the slightest resistance on the part of the
anti-intrusion portal.
Ignoring the long hallways, Sarenkov hurried to the
living room. Splendid, decorated entirely to relay that
effect, it held no interest for him.
Three objects.
The billionaire could buy anything, except something that had a value other than a financial one. Something unique, paradoxical, of no value except to the
person it is given to.
A sentimental value.
Just then, Sarenkov disappeared, making way for
Oleg. As if under the effect of a passion that had been
dormant for far too long, almost a young man again, he
raced up the stairs and burst into their bedroom. There,
on Alyona’s night table, next to a handful of scorned
jewellery, stood the small, ceramic dancer with the
chipped face. He had bought it for her with his first
real pay cheque. Oleg picked it up gently and placed it
in his pocket.
“Eight minutes Mr. Sar…”
“Who are you?”
The man started to smile.
“I can help re-awaken your happiness. Maybe even
enhance it.”
Oleg strode out of the room and stood stock still in
the corridor that ran around the floor. He looked every
which way before heading down. Metal spiders with
bulbous backs spread over the lower floor, climbing up
the walls or hunkering down under the furniture. One
of the grey-suited hired men seemed to be coordinating
their movements. Mobile bombs, Oleg realized. They
were spreading out to ensure a maximum effect. The
man with the black hair was not bluffing.
Oleg felt perspiration trickle down his spine. He
rushed over to his daughter’s room, which had long
since been transformed into a guest room where no
one ever slept. Natalya, my sweetheart, my beloved,
Oleg thought. Why did we fight? No, why didn’t I want
you to live your life? Where are you now, my beautiful
actress?
Oleg fell to his knees, tears streaming down his face,
making no effort to dry them. The house sensors picked
up his distress. The house system made a rapid medical
scan. At the end of the examination, it emitted a buzz,
like a mechanical question that Oleg would have simply ignored in ordinary times. He realized that, at that
very moment, only the machines were concerned for
him. They will be all the company you have if you don’t
do what you have to do.
“How could I have been so blind, so stupid?”
The man’s hand squeezed his shoulder
affectionately.
“Only three more minutes.”
Oleg stood up, picked up the black and white photo
of Natalya, with its old-fashioned leather frame, and
spoke to the man.
“That’s fine. We have all the time we need to get
out.”
“And the third object?”
Oleg pointed at his left ring finger, with its simple,
tarnished copper wedding band.
“I just have to polish it.”
“I think you’re right, sir.”
They left the house and walked to the street. Then,
the man with the black hair used a remote device to set
off the explosives that had been placed at the base of
the walls. The house collapsed in on itself, followed by
a blast, the murmur of their future existence. The few
rare bits of debris fell within its perimeter, causing no
harm to the neighbourhood. A professional job.
“All that’s left is to see if you’ve made the right
choices.”
Oleg was invited to bend over a metal suitcase.
The interior was padded with polymer foam, in which
three compartments had been carved. The little ceramic
dancer and the framed photo fit perfectly in two of
them.
“I’m keeping my ring!”
“Your wife hoped you would say that.”
Oleg Sarenkov nodded.
“Fine, in your very particular manner, you’ve made
me realize the essential. I imagine I should thank you?”
“There’s no obligation.”
“That’s true. My wife is waiting for me somewhere
in the world.”
“These three objects will help you in your search.”
“How?”
“I can’t tell you, sir. But your wife was most
positive.”
“In that case, all I have to do is find her.”
“Find yourself, sir. I hope you both find yourselves.”
 
The TransEurop Express sped at more than 1,000
km/hour under low pressure, propelled by a magnetic
field. Comfortably ensconced in business class, Paul
Gilson was reviewing the situation. The mission had
gone without a hitch and, even deducting the sums he
had to hand over to local resources, the credit in his
account was impressive. Once again, he had helped
someone find new meaning for their life. And now,
Oleg Sarenkov was solely responsible for making the
possibility a reality. Yet, Paul would track him through
the series of trails littered with the puzzles he had
concocted for him with Alyona’s assistance. A sort of
labyrinth shaped by impressions and feelings, which
Oleg would have to give the best of himself to solve.
“Happiness is a luxury that is earned,” thought Paul.
All too often, people are not prepared for it; someone
has to guide them or at the very least watch over them.
A matter of ethics and, above all, pragmatism. A satisfied client recommends your services.
Paul Gilson wanted to move on to something else.
He needed to unwind.
“Would you like a drink?”
The stewardess who addressed him was a perfect
example of the retro model: sky blue suit, cap perched
jauntily on her thick blond hair, even a smile that said
TWA.
“Two cognacs, please.”
One to toss back, the other to savour, as his father
liked to say. He had passed away too early and Paul
had few memories of him; the crow black hair he had
inherited, the scent of his after shave, the texture of
his worn leather coat and a few phrases made for a
meagre bouquet. He would occasionally throw one into
the blend without even changing it. Paul had always
refused recourse to memorial delusions, what he scornfully referred to as cosmetic memories. Real memories
are fake by nature, no point in adding to them.
“Your order sir. Can I turn this on for you?”
The stewardess was preparing to turn on the energy
diffusor. In this way, the sensors on the suit worn by
the passenger could charge the various objects in his
possession. Paul cast a bored glance at his screen and
decided he would not touch it for the rest of his trip.
“No, thank you.”
The stewardess hesitated, before continuing, with
an embarrassed smile. “You’re going to find this completely ridiculous, even out of place, but I have the
impression we’ve met…”
“People often say that to me, but I don’t think so.”
The young woman smiled at him again, before
returning to the cabin. Paul was not surprised that she
thought she knew him. He generated a sense of déjà-vu
in almost everyone. By adapting to the person, without
recourse to technology, Paul created an impression of
familiarity, the fleeting conviction that they had met
somewhere. People like him, who were capable of donning potential personalities, were called “normopaths”.
Paul preferred to view himself as a human chameleon.
His ability–he would never have spoken of it as a gift–
counted for a great deal in his professional success.
It was time to relax. Paul tilted his chair back and
downed his first cognac before reprogramming his egosphere. It immediately toggled all aspects of his social
super-ego into sleep mode, authorizing only a vague
awareness of well-being. The first bars of Something
for Sophia Loren, composed almost a century earlier
by Simon Fisher-Turner, spread through his cortex. He
only listened to classics, something Lakshmi teased
him about all the time. It was strange though that his
assistant had not made an appearance following the
Saint Petersburg business. She was probably already
tracking Oleg Sarenkov.
Unable to relax, Paul switched back to conscious
mode and decided to go and get a bite to eat. He finished his second glass as he headed to the restaurant
car, where a single client dined. When he was close
enough to recognize him, Paul jumped in surprise.
Victor Segal was sitting alone at a table in the rear. If
the WHO president was on the train, thought Paul, that
meant that the identities of all the passengers, originals
and avatars, had been scanned as a security measure.
Moreover, certain members of the personnel assigned
to the TransEurop Express had to be body guards.
Massive, average height, clean cut iron grey hair,
Victor Segal was wearing a monochrome grey suit
and turtleneck. A severe look alleviated by the Homer
Simpson watch on his wrist, a Miyota mechanism for
Citizen, a collector’s edition from the last century. The
drawing on the watch showed an x-ray of Homer’s
head, blue on a black background, his tiny brain floating in his skull. According to rumour, Segal viewed it
as a reminder to be humble, that the weight of responsibility should be accompanied by a necessary modesty.
Anyone could make a mistake, even the WHO president. Having the watch constantly in sight served as a
shield for him.
Paul sat down at a table, astonished that he had
been allowed to approach. He picked up the menu; its
sensors would immediately analyse his state of health
before suggesting the meal of the day. Paul opted for
a Japanese Francillon salad, created by Alexandre
Dumas, accompanied by a glass of Reine d’Ambre 58.
For his part, the President was picking in his clockwork
container at some refined concoction that he did not
truly seem to appreciate. Probably his mind was too
busy for him to savour the moment.
Victor Segal was one of the most influential men in
the world. President of the WHO, his mandate renewed
repeatedly since his first appointment, he was responsible for all of the problems caused by the Pandemic.
The disease had been eradicated, but legions of consequences arose each day. Displaced populations had to
be cared for, housed and fed, the children born after the
crisis had to be monitored and much, much more. By
force of circumstances, the WHO had taken on a role
that largely exceeded the field of medicine. Segal and
his organization intervened in virtually every field as
advisors, asserting a wisdom and lifestyle. The world
was all the better for it.
Paul stared at Segal for a long time, exercising his
abilities as a normopath, a force of habit. The WHO
president did not react. Out of the corner of his eye,
Paul noted a particularly muscular waiter who was
starting to look nervous. He quickly finished off his
dinner and returned to his car.
 
When he arrived at the Gare Centrale, Paul rushed
into the crowd, slaloming between workers, tourists
and maintenance robots on his way to the exit. A clear
blue sky, unusual for the season, convinced him not to
take a taxi. He took one of the elevated pedestrian lanes
that passed over the Chinese sector of Paris, toward the
periphery.
The classic urbanism of Baron Hausmann, a Cartesian beauty, now accommodated strategic additions,
combinations and relocations replacing uprightness and
rigor. Topography like a go game board that divided
the city into territories. Although the intersections
remained, it came at the price of a continuous redefinition authorizing captures, a harmonic balance between
living stones and dead ones. Paris remained the capital
of the world, standing at the heart of the Empire.
Paul strolled about, his mind wandering. Such a
Parisian attitude. As it did every morning, his egosphere sent him an extract from the I Ching and an
aphorism taken from Pascal’s Pensées. The two philosophies blended harmoniously, a reflection of the
merging of the East and the West embodied in this part
of the capital. At this moment, Paul’s mental architecture and the external environment were in step. When
he was two blocks from his home, he stepped into a
boutique operated by the Long March chain to order
a green tea to take out, which was served to him in
an insulated cup stamped with Mao’s portrait. Then he
slowly headed over to the Sheung Tower.
The dynamic looking building, 50 storeys tall, was
completely covered with anodized aluminium casing.
Its peripheral stabilizers provided exo-compensation
for the vertical load in order to reduce the quantities of
concrete and steel in the principal mass. A miracle of
balance in a neo-classical style, created by Hermione
Dulac for the firm Asian Overseas.
Paul walked under the arch and entered an atrium.
Overhead walkways lit up an immense glass canopy.
Walking along an artificial lake covered with water
lilies and chrysanthemums, he headed toward the elevation, which recognized him and carried him to his
destination. During his trip up, Paul glanced at the
shopping aisles, while consulting his email. Nothing
that couldn’t wait.
He occupied a duplex with a panoramic view on
the 39th floor, which served as both an apartment and
office. The unit had been laid out around a central core
from which hallways radiated out toward the private
areas, a conference room, and a meditation room. The
space could be re-arranged with modular panels that
controlled the light.
Paul entered the living room, which had been decorated entirely in indigo batik, to the sound of Marden
Hills’ Cadaquez, the programme of the day. The sound
of chimes and the scent of incense were Lakshmi’s
touch, not necessarily to Paul’s taste.
“Hey there, John Hamm!”
A fan of archeoTV, his assistant enjoyed calling
him by the names of former actors who she thought he
resembled.
Her skin was entirely blue. Paul raised an eyebrow.
“You didn’t exactly skimp on the Dermachrome.”
“Don’t forget, I’m named after a Goddess whose
principal virtue is Beauty. Nothing happens by chance,
Paul.”
Lakshmi was wearing a frilly vest that hid almost
nothing of her colourful skin, covered with interface
tattoos, and vintage combat pants, a creation by Nina
Larsen perennially fashionable since 2024. She had
difficulty moving about, dragging her leg which was
burdened with a repair exoskeleton.
“Still not recovered from your Air Skate accident?”
“That’s observant…”
“Is it healing?”
“Yep, but it sure itches.”
Two years earlier, Paul had taken the young woman
on as part of a partnership with Young Associates, a
global organization that oversaw the future of the
younger generations. He’d never regretted it. Not only
did Lakshmi excel in her position as a programmartist,
but she was also a Neutral, totally impermeable to the
influence of others. While Paul Gilson acted on the
perceptions of others, their feelings, the young woman
could not allow her defensive body to be convinced.
He had had to tame her, much like the fox in the Little Prince. When he was with her, Paul let himself go.
They were perfect complements.
“News?”
“Oleg Sarenkov is going full tilt.”
“Did he find the order for the objects?”
“Sort of. The problem is he’s still reacting like a
businessman.”
Lakshmi turned on her screen and handed it to Paul.
Instead of typing a report on the recent developments,
the programmartist had drawn a sort of story-board.
It showed Sarenkov examining the dancer statuette
before heading for a neighbourhood in Saint Petersburg. Unfortunately, the shop where he had purchased
the figurine had been replaced by a fitness centre. With
a few strokes, Lakshmi had rendered the millionaire’s
disarray.
“Our friend has to get rid of a few bad habits,” Paul
said, as he turned the screen off. “It’s not the purchase,
but the nature of the object that’s important.”
When she was young, Alyona had dreamed of
becoming a ballerina. Life had had other plans for her.
Oleg had offered her the figurine, promising her that
he would take her to the greatest operas in the world.
A promise he kept, each time between two dozen business meetings, his mind elsewhere. Alyona had said
nothing, settling for the momentary happiness. But
the day Oleg had opposed their daughter’s wishes to
become an actress, Alyona had broken the statuette.
Glued carefully back together, the porcelain pieces still
show the trace of a crack, a reminder of their damaged
love.
“I’m going to take a nap,” Paul said. “When I wake
up I don’t want to smell incense.”
“You shouldn’t upset the goddess of Fortune.”
“Weren’t you the goddess of Beauty just a while
back?”
“I’m a complicated girl.”
Paul disconnected his egosphere before sinking into
sleep.
 
“Are you sure?”
Paul felt a bit disoriented since Lakshmi had just
wakened him.
She nodded her head and said, “I’m scanning the
incoming data. The security code is official.”
Victor Segal wanted to speak with him. Paul had to
think fast.
“He was on the train yesterday. This can’t be a
coincidence.”
“Segal has certainly heard about your talent.”
“And today, the WHO president has not come over
in person because he doesn’t want to be influenced.”
“So, he has something to ask you.”
“A service he expects me to refuse.”
“What should I do?”
“Give me a minute and authorize reception.”
Paul checked his appearance. Not fantastic, but it
would have to do. He stood in front of the steel ring,
measuring about a meter in diameter, bolted to the
floor. Segal’s image appeared, floating above a holograph receiver.
“Mr. Gilson…”
Paul said nothing, content to observe. Segal turned
toward Lakshmi and greeted her with a nod. The young
woman glanced at Paul and said, “Can I offer you some
tea, Mr. President?”
Segal smiled immediately. Before understanding.
“Well played, young lady. It is true that any absurd
phrase would have done the job.”
Even the best holograms showed defects, such as a
slight delay in reaction time. It was the result of a lack
of fluidity in the evaluation-decision-action chain. Victor Segal had reacted instantly, by reflex. Or perhaps he
had simulated this spontaneous reaction. In any case, the
WHO head standing before them was no simple fake,
a bearer of expressions and programmed phrases, constantly required to recalculate his attitudes and expressions, but the veritable model, displayed in real time.
“Since I’ve been outed, Mr. Gilson, it’s your turn
now to unveil. What is a Fourteenth?”
He certainly knew that. Segal simply wanted to hear
and observe him. Paul decided to play along.
The expression dates back to 20th-century Germany.
The 1920s, Weimar Republic. Are you familiar with
it?”
Segal gave a nonchalant wave of his hand.
“I must have caught something, one day, on the History network.”
Good point for him, he had a sense of humour.
“At that time, certain people, men and women,
would wait at home to be called, wearing evening
dress. When they were called, the Fourteenth would
attend a meal with thirteen guests, in order to divert
misfortune.”
“Interesting. An intruder by invitation, so to speak.
And how does this apply to you and your colleagues?”
“The goal of our profession is to re-establish happiness. Occasionally even make it bloom for the first
time.”
Victor Segal nodded.
“It is true that everyone wants to be happy. Yet each
individual has his own definition of what that is.”
“That’s why we need specialists who are capable of
providing specific solutions to problems that are every
bit as specific.”
“Happiness is ephemeral, Mr. Gilson. At most, we
enjoy just a few moments of happiness.”
“Which means the Fourteenth are guaranteed future
work.”
Segal laughed freely, appreciative.
“Don’t you think your last remark is just a tad
cynical?”
“More realistic than anything, Mr. President. You
understand that.”
The WHO president suddenly turned serious.
“In fact, one thing you and I have in common is that
we don’t settle for illusions.”
Lakshmi was following the conversation while
recording it. In this way, she was analysing changes in
the President’s heart beat and respiration in real time
He was perfectly calm.
“Mr. Gilson, how do you do it, in concrete terms?”
“Meaning?”
“Medicine has taught me that any subject presents a
particular collection of symptoms. Every case is unique
and, as a result, requires the development of a particular treatment.”
Paul nodded.
“The comparison is accurate. Likewise, I propose a
tailor-made service, down to the last detail.”
“For you, what does understanding a client mean?”
“Determining how to act, how far to go to make a
deal.”
“And when something doesn’t go as planned?”
“I have to anticipate things, make changes. I’m very
good at improvising.”
Victor Segal remained silent for a long moment,
floating over the holographic ring like a genie over his
lamp. Then he said, “You’re not the only Fourteenth.
Why should I choose you?”
Paul spread his arms, as if calling on the world to
stand witness.
“I have no idea why you contacted me. How can I
answer you?”
Segal avoided the question.
“I’ve heard about a certain Henry David Walden...”
Paul gave a half-hearted smile.
“Walden turned mystic. He felt that happiness was
merely the sum of experiences. Suddenly he decided to
stop intervening. That was his way.”
“I see. Nabila Saber?”
“Very competent, but for the past two years she’s
been working exclusively for the Israeli embassy in
Tehran.”
Segal was about to suggest another name when Paul
interrupted, “Don’t look any further. I’m the best.”
He wasn’t boasting, merely stating a fact. The WHO
President nodded.
“That’s what I’ve heard and I got a look at you on
the train.”
“You didn’t seem receptive…”
“Let’s just say that my functions have taught me to
be deceptive. You’re a normopath, aren’t you? A late
side effect of the Pandemic. We know of others, such
as this young lady who seems to be perfectly neutral.”
The comment, which seemed harmless, marked the
end of the first round. The President’s memory implant
immediately released its defences, allowing Lakshmi to
search through its data. There was nothing he did not
know about Paul and his associate.
Victor Segal attacked: “Do you know
Gorgeia Akos?”
“It’s hard not to. A benefactor of humanity, much
like Einstein was a great scholar and Mozart an
immense musician.”
Lakshmi glared at him.
“She’s much more than that,” Segal continued.
“Without her, during the decades that followed the Pandemic, humanity would have lost hope.”
“Agreed. So?”
“Gorgeia Akos is sinking into darkness. Humanity
must pay its debt. It’s our turn to help her.”
 
“You have to do it.”
Lakshmi was standing in front of him, hands on her
hips, as he was preparing to consult Gorgeia Akos’
medical file. The data floated in the air between Paul
and his assistant, like a veil separating two interpretations of reality. Lakshmi wanted him to accept Segal’s
proposal out of a moral duty. A matter of common
sense made him hesitate.
“Akos is famous worldwide. If I take this job, my
name will inevitably come up. Now, you know as much
as I do how much our profession depends on a certain
amount of confidentiality. I will no longer be able to
rely on the effect of surprise with my clients. It would
be unfortunate if this contract were to be my last.”
The young woman sighed, her breath momentarily
ruffling the data curtain as the breeze ripples the surface of water.
“When everything was going badly, Gorgeia Akos
gave people much more than was necessary. She enabled them to rêver-vrai, to attain what had become
inaccessible, to find the strength and desire to live
within themselves.”
Paul agreed. While the WHO had been taking care
of material difficulties, Akos had been responsible for
the inner distress. An artist, she had dealt with the problem from an aesthetic angle initially. Since sadness had
been blanketing the earth for several decades, it had to
be dissipated. Not in one fell swoop, which would have
been impossible, but through small interventions, perfectly controllable happenings, each generating a field
of hope. The sum of the interactions would eventually
overcome the calamity.
All alone at the outset then relayed by thousands
of imitators, Gorgeia Akos had bombarded the initial situation with subtle projectiles. Optimistic graffiti at a street corner, a message displayed in the sky,
occasionally even a single word relayed through the
inter-subjectivity of the egospheres, her actions had
caused turbulence at the very heart of the misfortune.
Each man or women who recovered hope became a
magnet for joy, capable of influencing those close to
them. Not to mention the children whose infectious
happiness effectively negated the Pandemic. While
misery isolated men, Gorgeia Akos managed to draw
them together. She gave substance to two words: initiative and generosity, two facets of a diamond shining
at the heart of the world.
“Lakshmi, I know all that.”
“Yes, but I want you to feel it.”
Paul saw his assistant’s hand reach through the data
cloud and come to rest over his heart. Embarrassed, he
launched the programme to open the medical file.
Gorgeia Akos, 62 years old. In perfect health until,
two years ago, she stopped being able to distinguish
colours overnight. Humanity’s benefactor was immediately taken under the wing of the WHO. Electroretinogram, tomography and numerous other tests
had detected nothing. The best ophthalmologists and
neurologists had immediately discussed her case, initially considering a malfunction of the V4 areas, where
colour is generated, a loss of cell integrity, even simple hereditary retinal dystrophy. But no damage was
detected, while the patient complained of violent
migraines and insomnia. The medical aristocracy had
to give up on finding a diagnosis. Gorgeia Akos suffered from achromatopsia, possibly a side effect of
the Pandemic as found in the generations born after
the onset of the disease, such as Paul’s normopathy or
Lakshmi’s neutrality.
“Do you get it? The woman who gave her colours to
the world now sees it in black and white.”
Paul turned to his assistant, who seemed sincerely
upset.
“What do you want me to do?”
Lakshmi stepped back as if shocked. She remained
silent for a long moment, before asking, “Paul, what is
the best job you’ve ever done?”
“You know full well.”
A few months earlier, a young girl had stopped him
in the corridor of his building to ask for help.
“A paper book, with faded illustrations. That’s what
she offered you and yet you accepted.”
“That child gave me everything she had to obtain
my services. No client had ever done that before. And
it wasn’t a matter of money.”
“So, what then, Paul?”
“A challenge.”
“Something you’re always looking for, sometimes
to the point of obsession. That’s how you do things.”
“What I do know is that Gorgeia Akos didn’t act any
differently.”
“That’s where you’re wrong, big guy.”
“Seriously, goddess? Well spare me all that claptrap
about love being the only true value and the need to
develop one’s internal wealth.”
Since this conversation was going nowhere, there
was no point in prolonging it. Paul left the private area
to go to the professional space. He entered the meditation room to receive Segal’s final data, namely information about the works produced by Akos over the last
six months.
But first, he had to clear his mind. Controlling his
respiration, Paul unplugged his connections to the
world one by one, leaving only his pure ego.
“Now!”
At the signal, Lakshmi released the immersion flux.
Thousands of nanodrones surged from the mushrabeyeh lattice work, filling the room with the buzzing.
The swarm whirled around Paul without touching him,
each component calculating trajectory, distance and
direction. Paul found himself in the middle of augmented reality, saturated with impressions that surrounded him full circle. He walked in a moving exhibit
gallery, with snakelike twists and turns. His loops held
him captive, forcing him to plunge into a collection of
canvasses entitled Orthochromatics. Childish drawings
made under the influence of Clonazepam; strokes tortured by cocaine; hatching by Ritalin; the cold, clinical anatomy of Trazodone; overprints under Dilaudid;
crystal meth pointillism; aggressive collages produced
by morphine; perception dismembered by PCP and
mysticism impoverished by Xanax.
Searching desperately to find the lost impressions
of her art through drugs, Gorgeia Akos was destroying
herself. Paul felt her unhappiness like a whiplash and
his heart pounded. As he collapsed, Lakshmi immediately turned on the ventilation, blowing the nanodrones
back. She rushed into the room.
Paul reached out his arm, palm up, as if trying to
keep her at bay.
“It’s nothing, just a nose bleed.”
Lakshmi glimpsed something shiny at her feet. She
bent down to pick up the tiny robot. Looking carefully
at his head, she noticed the WHO Lab stamp.
The young woman decided to step onto the balcony
to release it. On her way out of the meditation room,
she stopped on the threshold and said, without turning
back, “You wanted a challenge? Well you’ve got one.”
 
Paul reserved a seat on the Mass Transit Railway,
for Istanbul. During the trip, isolated from the other
passengers by a confidentiality programme, he analysed Gorgeia Akos’ situation. Anyone who had accomplished even one quarter of what she had done would
have probably felt that she had done enough for one
lifetime. But not Akos. The artist continued to work
for the well-being of humankind, irradiating joy while
hiding her own unhappiness. No one knew what had
happened to her. Respecting her wishes, the WHO was
watching.
Paul started the recording of Orthochromatics. He
played it over and over in a corner of his standby memory, which gave him an opportunity to fine tune his
approach. Akos was a fighter. Given her strong personality, combined with the courage she had so openly displayed, self-destruction was not an option for her. No
more than she could allow herself to slip into morbid
romanticism. The artist had probably used the various
drugs in an attempt at creative self-medication, which
had failed.
Paul jumped when Lakshmi broke into his chain of
reasoning. The programmartist wanted to talk to him
about black and white vision.
“I did what you asked me to.”
“You got Segal?”
“Not him, but one of his assistants. You have to ask
Gorgeia Akos if she sees a sharp contrast or different
varieties of grey.
“Why?”
“Because your intuition is right. Some people who
suffer from achromatopsia can distinguish nuances.
Sometimes even one colour, but that’s rare. Only if it
is associated with a thing, or someone, that provokes a
profound effect.”
“With respect to personal experience?”
“That’s right, Paul.”
“Good work. I’ll contact you after the interview.”
“One last thing. I have news about Oleg Sarenkov.”
“And?”
“Everything is going fine. He realized that each
object is not a puzzle, but a burgeoning happiness.”
All objects have meaning. A gift, given to celebrate
an event or on the spur of the moment; a letter found
in a drawer that recalls our adolescence; the things a
loved one leaves behind when they pass on. The value
of objects is manyfold. It surprises us the first time,
then constantly brings back joy or sadness throughout
our life. We sow them like pebbles, along the narrow
road that leads to ourselves.
“Sarenkov found his wife?”
“Yes.”
“And?”
“Everything is fine. He just has to convince his
daughter.”
 
Gorgeia Akos lived in Bulvari, on the site of an
old textile market, in a small apartment in a building
destined for a creative collective, a perfect example
of architexture as Carlos Vargas conceived of it in
2037. In his battle against inequality, the Brazilian
eco-builder had sought to bring together both social
strata and the materials used–a fusion of individual
and collective lives, vegetation associated with Teflon,
each element serving to enrich the whole. The building
was designed to be seen from both near and far. The
façade, arranged tiers, was covered with a bamboo trellis, where plants grew, in a wild, organic manner. Vines
stretching from one balcony to another limited the
notion of private terraces for the benefit of the community feeling. Paul noted a miniature model of the building. A bird house. A tradition of Turkish Islam intended
to provide a home for the emissaries of paradise.
He walked into the inner yard, decorated with a
ceramic fresco of roses and peacocks. Children ran
in all directions, chasing one another around the well,
almost knocking over the trestle that held the imaret,
the collective kitchen. That’s where he found Akos.
Tall, slim, athletic, she wore workman’s pants and
a pullover that left her well-muscled arms bare. As he
approached, he noticed her face with its chiselled features, topped by a bun held in place with a clothespin. She saw him and gave him a smile that revealed
everything, except what it expressed.
Paul imagined her as a child, running in sandals
through the streets of a village in Peloponnese; as a
young girl, an attentive student at the Académie des
Beaux-Arts; a woman, dedicated to her moral and aesthetic craft. At each age, she radiated. There are any
number of beautiful women in the world, thought Paul,
but only one Gorgeia Akos.
“Since you’re there, make yourself useful!”
She addressed him sharply. Paul joined her behind
the mobile canteen. Even before he introduced himself,
she placed a ladle in his right hand.
“Don’t be stingy with the portions!”
Those who lived in the building, along with their
neighbours, squeezed in around the canteen. A joyful
agitation flowed through the line, yet everything took
place in an orderly manner; elderly people and children were given priority. Paul served them meatballs in
yogurt, accompanied by rice. Red pepper, dried mint,
oregano, an explosion of scents made his head spin.
Gorgeia Akos inhaled the aromas deeply.
“One of the few rare pleasures that remains to me.”
“I…”
“I know who you are. Victor Segal warned me about
your arrival. An absurd initiative. Once we’ve finished
here, you’ll come with me to my place and I’ll give
you ten minutes, just because I promised Victor. After
that, you’ll leave.”
 
Akos lived on the second level, in an apartment that
overlooked the yard.
“Please come in.”
The visitor froze as he stepped over the threshold.
The artist’s private space was entirely white and black.
Paul immediately understood that this was not an aesthetic option, but a choice motivated by anger and distress. The painters had furiously used their rollers to
cover over surfaces that were once colourful, furniture,
bookshelves, and even objects, particularly authentic
paper books.
Akos gauged his reaction and said, “Isn’t it said that
the objects always end up blending into the décor?”
All without care for the finish, in the raw state that
the normopath immediately analysed.
“A sensory experience, intended not for yourself but
for those who come here. So that they can share your
condition.”
The artist’s face grew dark.
“Not bad. Can I offer you a drink?”
Gorgeia Akos headed over to a table burdened with
bottles of alcohol and E-cig bowls. A multiplication
of flavours, as in the case of the odours earlier, Paul
realized.
“No, thank you.”
“As you wish.”
Paul attempted a scan, which came up empty. Akos
had no egosphere. She addressed him, “So, you experience no emotions?”
“Not exactly. I can make others feel their own emotions as if they come from me.”
“What do you feel right now?”
Paul concentrated. Pale flesh, dull sky, desert sea.
Disgust at the sight. There was no point telling her.
Gorgeia Akos nodded.
“I see that you understand. Painting a fruit basket,
Mr. Gilson, the most elementary exercise assigned to
the apprentice. I can no longer do that.”
Paul recalled Lakshmi’s message.
“Never any colour?”
Akos shrugged.
“Occasionally I dream in grey.”
Paul turned on his screen and brought up a colour
chart.
“Can you indicate the differences in tone for me?”
The artist did so without making a single mistake.
“I know colours, Mr. Gilson, “But I don’t feel them
anymore.”
“And if I…”
“Remembering them is painful. Please stop this.”
Paul erased the screen. He then noted a few rare
coloured splashes at the back of the room. The artist
caught his glance.
“Coral. According to mythology it came from the
blood of the gorgon, which is Gorgeia in Greek. Coral
lives in a colony. All of the elements that make it up
are interdependent and live in perfect symbiosis with
the environment.”
The individual in resonance with the universal, Paul
realized, what people refer to as the proximondial.
“You offered this union to humanity.”
“Did you know, Mr. Gilson, that when coral dies it
fades and turns white? My works created a peace that
I have been deprived of. Perhaps that was the price to
be paid.”
 
“Can you do it?”
Paul was standing behind Lakshmi. Without taking
her eyes from the screen, the programmartist replied,
“Basically, you’re asking me to transform a metaphor
into reality?”
“It would be the same thing as for a jewel.”
Lakshmi finally agreed to look at him.
“In a jewel, there’s at least one pure element. The
stone. Here, we have to rely on thousands of variables.”
“Nothing is perfectly pure. It’s the look that confers
authentic purity.”
“Stop talking like a Brahman. It doesn’t suit you.”
Paul watched as she plunged back into her analytical
programme. She was using a non-linear intelligence
system, to reproduce the organic coral module intended
to proliferate.
“You didn’t answer me.”
“Theoretically, it’s possible. But I need the elements
to be assembled.”
“Segal will send them to us.”
The WHO President was prepared to provide all
of the assistance possible, but confidentiality posed a
problem. Medical privilege is as much a patient right as
a foundation of individual freedom. Paul had insisted,
until Segal gave his approval, on a single condition:
all those involved had to agree. Obviously, that would
take time.
Meanwhile, Lakshmi was applying the finishing
touches to the colony skeleton. In the natural state,
it was made up of a material called “gorgonin”, the
equivalent of the solidarity which, though Akos’ action,
united all members of the human species. Beyond the
apparent coldness of her digital tools, the programmartist was reviving the savoir-faire of jewellers who
had, since time immemorial, been working with coral.
“Fine, I can’t do anything more for the moment.
How about we get a bite?”
Paul ordered a light dinner from the tower’s room
service. He settled for a clear broth, eating with no real
appetite. The effect of the stress, a sensation that was
usually foreign to him. But this time, he was doing
more than honouring a contract. This was a personal
matter for Paul.
“Any news of Sarenkov?”
Lakshmi answered, her mouth full of an incredibly
spicy curry, “He’s been tracked to New York. He rented
a room in a small hotel, near the High School of Music
and Performing Arts.”
Where his daughter Natalya was studying the performing arts. Training she paid for by working odd
jobs, like many apprentice actors her age. She was
happy, or at least at peace. Paul had met her before
setting everything into motion. As a precaution–and in
order to obtain her permission.
“Do you think Oleg is ready to see her?” Lakshmi
asked.
“If he’s afraid, he is.”
“And Natalya?”
“She misses her father, but she wants him to prove
his love for her. She’s the last stone in the treasure
hunt. It shouldn’t be too easy.”
Paul and his assistant remained quiet for a moment.
Lakshmi finally broke the silence, “Before going to
Istanbul, you weren’t convinced.”
“That’s true.”
“What changed your mind?”
Akos’ enigmatic smile, the joy she generated around
the collective kitchen.
“The coral, in her apartment, the only presence of
colour.”
“Why, since she can’t see it?”
“Perhaps the soul sees the tint of hope.”
“Your philosophy is as bland as my curry. Eat!”
At that very moment, they received the signal for
incoming data. Tens of thousands of numbers, each
associated with a medical file and followed by the necessary confidentiality agreement:
15845: OK. 58963: OK. 25874: OK. 84023: OK.
41876: OK. 99623: OK 84957: OK. 54892: OK.
87741: OK. 34896: OK. 51144: OK. 37596: OK.
27896: OK. 87423: OK. 85940: OK. 84712: OK.
35895: OK. 58746: OK. 84562: OK. 32541: OK.
98567: OK. 20485: OK. 95284: OK. 65892: OK
30745: OK. 84551: OK. 94715: OK. 35974: OK.
82415: OK. 48596: OK. 65896: OK. 79527: OK.
18238: OK. 58741: OK. 71862: OK. 37441: OK.
88515: OK. 45326: OK. 83214: OK. 20584: OK.
98074: OK. 36958: OK 86574: OK. 90745: OK.
23650: OK. 95841: OK. 36528: OK. 89056: OK.
41257: OK. 28541: OK. 50298: OK. 39701: OK.
74856: OK. 47853: OK. 20418: OK. 39748: OK.
65847: OK. 50489: OK. 36987: OK. 90185: OK
68471: OK. 98472: OK. 65748: OK. 14785: OK.
68547: OK. 74129: OK. 36508: OK. 74859: OK.
69874: OK. 98741: OK. 20658: OK. 301263: OK…
A smile lit up Lakshmi’s face.
“You were right, Paul. They all answered the call!”
The digital torrent flowed on and on. The young
woman delicately picked up a number with her thumb
and index finger before formalizing it. Thanks to her
talent, something that was merely an abstract case
became an elegant purple column with biradial symmetry. The basic unit of coral. Lakshmi concentrated
all of her attention on her work. Her hands seemed to
flutter from one unit to another, the ease and sureness
of the gesture which were the fruit of rigorous training
at Place Vendôme. Paul observed her with the respect
owed to creators whose art is second nature.
“I just have to do the same for each element. Fortunately, the tracking programme will help me. Otherwise it would take me years.”
Paul kissed her on the cheek. Lakshmi backed off,
laughing.
“Don’t try to corrupt the goddess! Once the colony
has been created, I have to include it in her holobiont.
Any ideas?”
In other words, the environment in which the colony
would spread in complete symbiosis.
Paul did, in fact, have an idea.
“Puszcza Białowieża.”
 
The autoplane, black and as sleek as a shark, flew
over the primal forest.
A layer of HD micro-cameras covered the entire
fuselage, filming the cloudy sky and projecting the
images on the machine, making it virtually invisible
from the ground. All in order to satisfy the strict discretion requirements imposed by the Polish and Belarusian authorities responsible for the oldest forest in
Europe.
Primitive, practically unchanged since pre-history, it
sheltered a formidable fauna reserve that could not be
disturbed at any cost. Ordinarily, flying over Białowieża was prohibited, but Oleg Sarenkov had used his
influence to obtain an air corridor for Paul and his passenger for three hours’ immersion in the biosphere.
While finding his wife and daughter, the Russian billionaire had returned to the true priorities in his life. He
was now a man who was learning to be happy. He had
decided to show his gratitude.
Gorgeia Akos sat in the passenger seat. She was
dressed entirely in dark colours and wore a black scarf,
and smoked glasses. “Photophobia,” she said as she
boarded the craft. Since then, not a single word.
Convincing her had not been easy. Paul had not
taken that risk, leaving the task to Victor Segal who
had almost had to resort to emotional blackmail to
obtain Gorgeia’s approval. Paul knew nothing about
the details of the discussion, but was able to see the
end result: his unwilling guest pretended to ignore
him. Paul could have used his talent to alleviate her
reticence, but he abstained. He would have found that
disrespectful, although he usually used his gift without
any sign of a guilty conscience. Above all, he could not
risk upsetting his plan. In order for it to work, Akos had
to feel the experience he intended for her without any
external influence.
“Approaching destination,” the flight assistant
warned.
Paul made a few course corrections and engaged the
final descent procedure. He glanced at the white elephant cuddly toy Lakshmi had placed on the control
panel. The autoplane had been placed under the protection of Ganesha, the god who removes obstacles.
“Landing point locked.”
They landed in a small clearing blanketed with
snow.
The forest was made of ash and birch, alders and
spruce, lindens whose crowns peaked 50 meters overhead, and venerable oaks, their massive trunks covered
with moss that was most often more than 400 years old.
The entire scene provided a concentration of vegetation
unique in the world, a compact, dark mass that stood in
stark contrast with the snow-coated landscape.
Gorgeia Akos understood immediately.
“What’s your game?”
“This black forest is called Białowieża, which means
‘White Tower’ in ancient Polish.”
The artist gave a bitter laugh, while pretending to
clap.
“You’ve found me a monochrome world?”
“You’ll have an opportunity to clap your hands. It’s
cold outside.”
Paul activated the sun roof. Immediately, the glacial wind rushed into the passenger compartment. Surprised, Akos took a deep breath; the air slashed through
her lungs. Her eyes filled with tears.
“The primeval forest, when the world was waiting
for its colours.”
“Please. Mr. Gilson, don’t try to extinguish my
anger. It’s all I have left.”
“Why don’t we get out?”
They stepped down from the autoplane, immediately
sinking knee-deep into the snow. Despite their thermoregulated clothing, they felt the cold’s bite. A fox
watched them; they saw a couple of wolves stroll by
along the edge of the woods. The presence of animals
seemed to calm Akos, just as Paul had planned. The
forest inhabitants did not view her as a symbol they
had to honour, simply a being similar to the others,
even an intruder.
Confident, Akos smiled and said, “This is not my
place, Mr. Gilson.”
“Not yet.”
Paul brought his screen up. Lakshmi had enhanced
its capacities so that he could use the programme
relays.
“Have you ever heard of Porphyry?”
“In Greek, it means the colour purple,” Akos replied.
“And it’s also the name of a philosopher.”
“Right. He gave us the tree that bears his name, a
sort of logical chart that serves to unite all beings.”
“I’m about to lose my patience. Where are you heading with all this, Mr. Gilson?”
“To this.”
Paul brushed his fingertips against the screen. Long,
digital strings deployed into a fan before crossing and
forming a web that covered the clearing. The hologram
floated about 120 cm above the ground.
“What do you see?”
“Some sort of net.”
Paul triggered the second phase. Dots appeared at
each intersection of the strings that formed the net, then
along the entire length until they covered the entire
fabric.
Gorgeia Akos smothered a sob.
“It looks… it looks like coral.”
“What colour?”
“White.”
“Look at each dot carefully.”
The artist bent down to study the unit at the base.
It was composed of elements from a person’s medical
file. Another, farther along, lived thousands of kilometres from the first; yet another, this one distant in
time. But they were all united by Gorgeia Akos’ action
of salvation.
“Each dot represents a life. Together they form a
colony, in which the smallest elements co-exist in perfect harmony with the others. A whole in which the
parts are united, humanity united by your care in the
proximondial.
The programme continued on its own. It spread in
all directions, adapting to the terrain, taking each tree,
the slightest change in relief, into consideration, forming the holobiont. The colony included several thousand dots and the process showed no sign of stopping.
“The humanity you helped save.”
Suddenly, Gorgeia Akos almost collapsed.
“The colony…”
Paul caught her just in time.
“I see it in red.”
“What do you see? Can you describe it?”
Gorgeia hesitated, as if words failed her. Paul saw
astonishment, but also acknowledgement in her eyes.
“A… a pure impression, original red, as it appears
to everyone for the first time. I feel as if I’m being
re-born.”
So, they had succeeded. Paul, Lakshmi, Victor
Segal, and their volunteers, who had all joined in the
operation to demonstrate their gratitude. Together, they
had managed to re-awaken emotion in Gorgeia Akos.
The artist caressed the purple fan, which appeared to
vibrate at her touch.
“I have so much to re-discover. Will you give me the
courage to start all over from the beginning?”
Paul put his arm around her shoulders.
“Trust me, Gorgeia. Some stories don’t have to start
with the beginning to have a happy ending.”
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Amber Queen

 
“Madam, you should sit down.”
Noriko Higuchi’s hand tensed on the handle of her
cane, but her face showed no signs of irritation. She
continued to study the horizon and the end of the road
leading to the estate, while her steward folded and
unfolded the screen of his cell phone.
“He’s coming,” she commented soberly.
“I don’t see him.”
“I programmed a satellite alert into my cane to
detect when he crosses the border. I haven’t exactly
developed mental powers.”
“Oh, I...”
“Don’t be nervous, Christian. No matter what happens you won’t leave the château. Let me enjoy this
beautiful autumn weather, please.”
The steward fell silent and Noriko listened to the
rustling of the last leaves, stirred by the wind blowing through the valley. The sound had acquired a new
harshness, a roughness that gave the impression of
strength rather than weakness. A gust of wind lifted the
white sand from the road, forcing both individuals to
close their eyes. When Noriko opened her eyes again,
she saw the silhouette of a young man in a navy blue
suit off in the distance.
“They’ve sent us a clone,” the steward complained.
“All these financial directors dress the same. Do you
think they hatch them in an incubator?”
“You’ve seen too many bad movies. His predecessor
knew nothing about wine and that’s why he let us be. I
hope this one will be the same.”
The visitor walked quickly, nervously, and only
removed his communication earpiece when he was
close enough for a handshake.
“Madam President, I’m delighted to meet you.
Mathis Bremer, I’ve been sent to...”
“Your trip wasn’t too difficult?”
“Not at all. I was surprised that I had to land my
autoplane so far from the estate. I would have liked to
fly over the vineyards.”
“It’s true, you did have to walk a good kilometre. I
apologize.”
The young man reassured Noriko, “You know, I’m
a Parisian born and bred and we’re renowned walkers.
Vehicles are also prohibited there for safety reasons.”
“All the better. Let me introduce my steward, he’ll
provide all the accounting documents you’re going to
ask me for. Allow me to accompany you to the château.”
“My visit is very informal. Consider it an initial contact. I wanted to see the vineyards for myself rather
than through satellite cameras or a tracking station. Not
everyone is fortunate enough to visit Reine d’Ambre.
My wife is jealous.”
Noriko hesitated for a moment. She took the time to
examine her guest, noted the gleam of interest in his
eyes, and was surprised to find herself shivering.
 
As they walked, Mathis Bremer continued to talk.
He had offered his arm to Noriko for assistance. She
had politely declined.
“So many years at the head of the estate. That’s
exceptional! Your first vintage was in 2044, I believe?”
“2043.”
“Excuse me. You were so young at the time. Producing a wine of that quality at the age of 32. It marked
us all.”
The President clenched her hand on her cane again,
especially when hearing “at that time” from the mouth
of a child who had not even been born when she had
been put in charge of Reine d’Ambre. Without warning
her steward, Noriko turned off toward the vineyards
instead of taking the stairs that led to the château. She
absolutely had to see them before speaking with her
new financial manager. The plots spread over the hillside and only a few tree groves disrupted the perfection
of the rows. Yet, the arrangement gave off a certain
harmony. When Noriko studied the estate, with the
trimmed vines and the marked trenches, particularly
during this period of the fall when the leaves were turning brown, she found herself transported into a Zen
garden, rake marks on the sand surrounding an obstacle. The calm landscape comforted her.
Children’s cries drew her from her meditation. She
saw four or five bustling about in the middle of the
vines, a dozen meters or so ahead. Barely listening to
Mathis Bremer, Noriko headed straight for the gang of
children who stood around a little girl on the ground.
“What’s going on?”
“Madam, Chloé fell when she was running. She’s
hurt.”
The little girl had stopped crying, but tears continued to stain her cheeks. She pulled up her dress to display her bloody knees. Noriko bent down to examine
the wound and decided it was superficial.
“It’s nothing. Should I call your parents or will your
friends help you home? Whichever you prefer.”
Behind her back, the steward cleared his throat,
causing the woman to look at the vine to her left. Several branches had been broken as Chloé tried to catch
herself and avoid losing her balance.
One of the boys grew alarmed, “We were playing
hide and seek and when we found her she...”
“I realize that you didn’t do it on purpose, children.”
The President straightened up, grimacing. Then,
with the tip of her cane, she touched the broken bits
of the vine. The little girl had got to her feet, and was
limping, leaning on the shoulder of one of her friends.
Noriko caressed her long, red hair.
“You’re not injured. Everything will be fine.”
“I wasn’t thinking. I grabbed whatever was at hand.”
“I can’t guarantee that your parents won’t scold you,
however. I’ve transmitted the position of the vine to the
satellite and the report is already in the coordinators’
computer. Off with you, now!”
“Yes, Madam.”
The children accompanied Chloé and the small
troupe walked down the hill along the main row, heading for the houses below. Noriko watched them for a
moment, smiling.
“You’re very tolerant with them,” Mathis Bremer
commented, also smiling.
“The harvest is over and I let them play in the fields
before work starts again.”
“It endangers the plants.”
“Our wine growers have seen worse! Our restorative
resins are very effective. Unless a vine is completely
uprooted, our wine has nothing to fear from a child. I
intend for our employees’ families to enjoy the estate
and want to stay here. It takes time to train a good
picker, one who can assess the degree of noble rot on
the grapes. So, believe you me, I take care of them!”
“One day, robots will be skilled enough to perform
that task.”
Noriko narrowed her eyes, a gesture the steward
recognized as the height of irritation for the President.
“Sir, my role is to guarantee a harvest every year,
not to sit by and wait for technology to attain our level
of skill.”
“Yet, without technology...”
“I believe you heard me just fine. Adélaïde’s arrival
saved this estate, I know that full well. We’re no longer
in the 40s. I have all the competent people I need.”
The young man swallowed with difficulty. Noriko’s
response froze the smile on his face into a grimace and
he appeared disoriented as he stood in the middle of
the vines.
“Let’s go up to the château, if you will?” the President stated in a gentler voice. “I merely wanted to show
you the vineyards, as you wished.”
Mathis Bremer nodded, still shaken. The steward’s
calm face reassured him and he allowed himself to
be guided toward the road that led up the hill. It was
already possible to see the moist, plant surfaces of
what looked less like an old castle than a vast, modern
residence. The south wing, the one that looked over
the acres of vines, was divided by several retractable, polarizing bay windows. Halfway up the hill, the
details became clearer, revealing the complex mingling
of cellular concrete, wood and old stone. The overall
effect evoked a traditional dwelling, with tower-like
structures at the corners, covered with moss and creepers, and metal crenels reinforcing the modular structure
of the building.
“When I read that you had renovated the residence,
I never pictured anything so radical,” Mathis stated in
an admiring tone.
“The original castle had no architectural or historical
value and cost a fortune in upkeep. So you see, I take
what I find useful from technology.”
“The building I live in is not so refined. In the early
60s, people refused to combine wood and concrete for
such structures.”
“Even with the vegetation walls, I would have found
it unfortunate to have nothing but glass in the middle
of the landscape.”
They arrived at a small esplanade bordered with
roses that led to the entrance of the château. The financial director walked over to a flower and bent down to
smell it. Noriko tensed immediately.
“Amber Queen, of course!” he exclaimed.
“Obviously.”
“You’re lucky. They flowered late this year, because
of the poor weather. It’s rare to see one after the
harvest.”
“I find their scent delicate and light. It’s a real success and perfect for your estate.”
The President pursed her lips in displeasure, barely
three seconds, and Mathis savoured his small victory.
Like a boxer, once he had recovered from the blows of
the previous round, he had responded in kind and was
now on an equal footing with his adversary.
The person he should consider his adversary.
 
As they stepped out of the elevator that took them
to the first floor, the President walked over to a long,
black ceramic tube installed on a metal stand and bent
down so that she could slip her arm into it. At the same
time, she picked up a pair of earrings lying in a saucer and put them on. This was followed by a series of
clicks and, when Noriko withdrew her hand, her wrist
and part of her forearm wore a delicate dragon made
of diamonds, silver and various precious stones. Where
the mythological animal’s eye should have been, there
was a small crystal bubble that allowed her skin to
show through. When the President entered the sitting
room, her jewel sparkled under the sun to the point of
becoming blinding. She shifted her joints to make sure
that her kirin was happy on her arm. Mathis Bremer
seemed totally indifferent to the object, focussing on
the commodes and the table in the middle of the room.
“Oh, Shin style! You’ve remained very 50s in fact.”
The young man admired the exuberant decoration on
the panels of the commode, camellia blossoms made of
rubies, stylized herons in synthetic ivory. He frowned,
perplexed.
“That’s strange. I can’t quite figure out where it
comes from. I can’t make out any moulding and the
design is much cleaner than I’m used to seeing.”
Noriko gave her steward a weary glance. She felt
tired before they even got down to business. The incessant chatter irritated her.
“Your predecessor thought it was a good idea to
modernize the furnishings here. Based on my Japanese
heritage, he decided to find artisans capable of merging
Shin style and art deco. It impresses many of our guests
when they stay here. I’ve grown accustomed to it.”
“Eberhard had great taste. I suspect he counts certain French cabinetmakers among his relatives. You’re
a show piece in your own manner.”
“Sit down. I’ll ask Christian to get us a bottle. Would
you like a specific vintage?”
Noriko’s tone was intended to be polite, but her distant look betrayed her tension. The young man seemed
to ignore the change in topic.
“Why don’t you surprise me? I have a master’s
degree in oenology and I’ve studied a good portion
of your production. On the other hand, I’m not expert
enough to identify everything that dates back before
the 20s.”
The President turned to her steward.
“You heard? Choose a wine suitable for the circumstances. It’s mild out. I’m going to open up the sitting
room and make the most of the last beautiful day of
autumn.”
“I understand, Madam.”
He headed back to the elevator and disappeared.
Noriko sighed before turning around to join her guest.
At the same time, the bay windows folded back, letting
the fresh morning air into the sitting room. Without
taking any particular precautions, the President grabbed
a chair and pulled it toward the terrace, over to a low
table. Mathis Bremer followed suit and they both sat
down at the same time. In front of them, acres of vines
spread throughout the valley, hiding the river bed and
the villages at the bottom. Beech and ash trees decorated the landscape, breaking the monotony and matching the blue sky dotted with cotton clouds. Everything
was perfectly calm, highlighted by the melodious
chirping of sparrows in the estate’s chestnut trees.
Except for the lines on the ground, it would have been
possible to believe that the site had been abandoned by
men. And yet, men had grabbed onto the land, working
it, using it to the utmost.
“I don’t regret the trip!” the young man suddenly
exclaimed. “I may love Paris, but I admire everything
you’ve done here.”
“Mr. Bremer, I doubt that you’ve travelled this far
just for tourism. Can we stop this game? I’m only half
Japanese; I can handle a more direct approach.”
The financial manager smiled. His voice changed
tone, growing calmer, quieter.
“We have nothing to reproach you for, Madam President. You’ve been perfect at maintaining the estate’s
reputation and making Amber Queen one of the finest
sweet wines in the world. Sales are excellent and we’ve
noted that you’ve been able to attract the African clientele much better than your competitors. Future prospects are flourishing...”
“But the holding’s shareholders want to force me to
retire.”
“You’re still young and your experience is
invaluable.”
“I stand corrected: wants to find me a golden, honorific cubbyhole.”
“Don’t be cynical.”
“Allow me to tell you that the shareholders are making an error. I can provide enough business arguments
to convince them. I will not let them turn me out without speaking up.”
“Oh, but no one plans to force you out, as you say.
You’re going to choose to leave of your own free will.”
“What trick have you got up your sleeve?”
Bremer tilted his head and looked at Noriko
crosswise.
“You tricked us first.”
The President was about to reply when the steward
entered the sitting room, accompanied by a waitress.
The electric trolley the young girl operated with a
remote control carried a tray with three glasses filled
one quarter full. Christian carried the bottle, hiding the
label with his hands.
“For a blind test, I propose you eat nothing as an
accompaniment. Also, I’ve selected a light vintage as
an aperitif.”
“You’re a pearl, Christian. I know that I can trust
you.”
The steward smiled and placed the bottle on the
sitting room table, while the waitress handed glasses
to the President and Bremer. The young man held the
crystal glass by the foot and examined the golden liquid through the sun’s rays. He swirled it several times
and plunged his nose into the bowl. Noriko had not
moved a muscle. She took care to thank the waitress
and dismissed her.
“How beautiful! How rich!” Bremer exclaimed.
“There are few vintages so complex. You’re spoiling
me, Mr. Steward. You’re offering me the most exceptional wine!”
Christian nodded without saying a word. Noriko
sat like marble. Her glass remained on the low table,
within reach.
“I note ripened fruits, something close to cherry
plum and apricot, a reminder of figs flowing into a
touch of pear. Lingering a bit, I can even detect a spicy
character, a hint of saffron.”
The financial director raised the glass to his lips and
took a first sip.
“What depth! What volume! Sweet and smooth to
perfection. No aggressiveness at all and yet the effect
is unparalleled. A vintage as refined as this is rare, particularly in this century, but since it is one of your best
harvests, the choice is limited. It’s still rather young
and will bloom. I’d say 2068. A truly great year.”
He turned to the steward looking for approval, even
discretely. In vain. Christian was watching the President move her arm toward her glass. At the same time,
the tongue of her bejewelled dragon poked out, moving
along her hand, then transforming into a needle that
plunged into the liquid. Immediately, the empty eye on
the jewel filled with yellow on Noriko’s skin and the
appendage retracted back into its housing. The woman
removed one of her earrings and placed it on the low
table.
“I suppose you want to hear Adélaïde, Mr. Bremer?”
“Of course!”
The agate and silver earring emitted a sound just
before a voice spoke through the microphone installed
inside it.
“Great hope is incarnated in a girl with long blue
hair walking barefoot beside a lake. Look at her smile,
look at her dance in the grass. You see her, elusive,
free, rebellious, and when she speaks to you, she
applauds you. You think she’s for you, she escapes,
hides. Her off-white dress, soft and gentle, swells and
clacks in the wind. You want to caress her skin, experience the satin and yet, and yet, it’s youth that blooms,
promise that stands out. She does not wait for you.”
The President closed her eyes, then picked up the
glass. She watched the liquid whirl then slide down the
walls of the bowl in lazy drops before turning to look
at the young man.
“You weren’t far off, my dear. Wine experts have
fought battles over your error and you’re not the first
to confuse two vintages. People more cautious than you
would have evoked a twin vintage, as have existed in
the history of Reine d’Ambre. However, I think it’s a
2067.”
This time, the steward smiled and turned the bottle
next to him to reveal the label. Noriko was not mistaken. Mathis Bremer opened his mouth, said nothing,
and took another sip. The President took a sip as well,
after putting her earring back on. She appreciated the
texture of her wine and its coolness while enjoying
the landscape. The sun irrigated her vines, even after
the harvests, and the clouds sparkled. Drinking made
her more sensitive to the details, to the impalpable
harmony…
“It’s miraculous! Bremer stated abruptly. “The Artificial Intelligence is enough for you to determine such
a subtle vintage? I...”
“My glass empties / contemplating / this beautiful
autumn day.”
“Excuse me?”
“Ryôkan Taigu, a 19th-century poet.”
“Ah.”
Make the most of the moment, of this morning that
is drawing to an end, and of the sweetness that spreads
over the soil as in yourself, don’t let a financial director
ruin this instant. Can he understand the zazen while
drinking a sweet wine?
“I acknowledge that you have done a remarkable job
overcoming your handicap, Madam President. Nevertheless, you still hid the fact from us that you lost your
sense of smell in your autoplane accident five years
ago.”
The meditation had just been broken; Noriko would
not achieve Buddhist satori today. On the other hand,
she had never hoped to find it in the wine.
“And I continue to produce excellent vintages.
Would you like to taste a 2071?”
“We’ve had to keep your handicap a secret. The day
it comes out...”
“The wine is enough. It’s more important than me or
my lies. Trust it.”
“The risk is too great. The Reine D’Ambre reputation has taken several centuries to build. A single error
could sweep everything away.”
Noriko drank another sip and put her glass down.
“Tell that to someone else. I maintained this estate
on my own, after the Pandemic when the best cellar
masters had either disappeared or been monopolized by
the big Bordeaux families for their châteaux. If I hadn’t
decided to use an Artificial Intelligence as a technical
director, we would have lost a dozen harvests at least!
The holding was more than pleased to find the daughter
of the best sommelier in the world to attract an Asian
clientele. I’m familiar with image.”
Mathis Bremer stiffened. The President’s tirade was
putting him on the defensive. He had not expected such
virulence.
“The clientele is changing, Madam. The Stellenbosch region in South Africa is rivalling some of our
Bordeaux and we have good hopes in Kenya. I fully
expect to see an African among the top sommeliers in
less than five years.”
“So, come back when you’ve got him.”
“You understand me full well. I’ve been sent to
ensure the transition, until such time as we find that
rare pearl. We’re not suicidal, you know. Your father
was a Courselle, my mother was a Tesseron, that will
reassure everyone about the quality of our heritage.”
“You have no experience. You’re a financier.”
Bremer pointed at the dragon on Noriko’s arm and
said, “Experience is found in the memory of all the
cellar masters contained in Adélaïde’s databases. Rest
assured. I won’t break the line. All you have to do is
publicly give up the estate and nothing will change. I’ll
keep your wine growers, your steward, if that’s what
worries you.”
“I won’t agree. Your shareholders are mocking my
work.”
“You mocked them by claiming that your accident had had no aftereffects. You deprived them of a
rather elegant means of replacing you without scandal.
Madam President, you have no choice. You will resign
and accept your sinecure.”
Noriko flushed.
“Never. I reject such an absurd decision. I’m not
handicapped, I know my land better than anyone else
and I am not old enough to be put out to retirement.
Ten, 20 even 30 years will not be enough for me to
completely understand this wine. I haven’t wearied of
it!”
The financial director finished his wine and ran his
tongue over his lips before setting the glass down on
the table. He stood up, buttoned his jacket, without hiding his satisfaction.
“Madam President, you told me yourself, the wine
is more important than you. Reine d’Ambre existed
before your arrival and it will survive your departure.
Don’t place your pride above these acres of land you
like to watch. I understand that you find it hard to give
up your life’s work, but leave without bitterness. Be
worthy of your vintages!”
“I won’t accompany you, Mr. Bremer, you know the
way out.”
The young man nodded abruptly and left. When he
had left, Christian sat down in the vacant chair and
picked up the third glass left by the waitress. He tasted
the wine as Noriko brooded, counting the tiles on the
terrace.
“Truly marvellous,” he commented. “It’s a spring
wine, in fact.”
“Christian, do you think I should give up?”
“Do you want the advice of a friend or that of an
employee of the holding that pays that Mr. Bremer?”
The President laughed dryly and said, “Come on.
Each year is an unparalleled surprise for me. What can
they offer me in return? I may have lost my sense of
smell, but not my love for this land. I’m still overcome
with emotion when I see the noble rot take over the
first grapes. The shareholders can’t understand that
magic. Only our clients can.”
“Can I say something?”
“Of course!”
“Why is that child making an appearance now?
What is the board afraid of?”
A gust of wind shook the leaves on the chestnut trees
as Noriko sought answers to those questions.
 
Night was falling on this March evening and the
President appeared to be strolling among the vines. She
was carrying a bag across her shoulder and the clinking
of the contents seemed to indicate that it held at least
one bottle. The full moon cast gloomy plant shadows
on the soil. Like quartered skeletons, the vines looked
impoverished and fragile.
Noriko walked around the grove of ash trees and
stopped. She started to unbutton her heavy jacket and
opened it. The air was mild for the season. Reassured
by the absence of wind, the woman removed her coat,
folded it, then placed it on the ground to serve as a
cushion on which she could sit cross-legged. From the
bag, she took out a large square of dark fabric, finely
decorated with silver threads, and placed it on the
ground. Next came the bottle, although Noriko kept
it close to her thigh to prevent it from falling. Finally,
with ceremonious precaution, the President used both
hands to take out the sakazuki, a green porcelain cup
about 10 centimetres tall, and placed it in the middle
of the cloth.
From the distance, people could barely make out the
silhouette of the woman in the middle of the fields. No
one accompanied her in this ritual, which she insisted
on performing every year. Once, the weather had been
so terrible that a drone had deployed a canvas above
her head as she officiated. In her eyes, this moment
was essential. All the more so this year. Since the fall
and her meeting with Bremer, the pressure to bring
about her resignation had not diminished and even the
merchants were expecting her to leave. Clients had
noticed the rumours, demonstrating the effectiveness
of the holding’s marketing department when it came to
preparing the public for just that event. The vice was
tightening, without providing a satisfactory exit.
Noriko did not want to leave the Reine d’Ambre
estate. She could not picture herself moving to Paris
and living in Japan would be like going into exile. They
had asked her to keep her mother’s name, which was
better known internationally, but all of her roots tied
her to her father’s country. Her work had earned her
recognition. Each vintage affirmed her legitimacy and
no family of wine growers, whether from Bordeaux or
the depths of Champagne, doubted her abilities. She
had been accepted and no one made fun of her folkloric
rituals. The President needed them to feel whole, just
as the vine spreads out two arms when emerging from
the soil.
The light of the full moon was so intense that the
vine suddenly appeared to sparkle. Drops had formed
from the scars of the February pruning, growing larger
and larger as they flowed down the wood. The sap was
rising, announcing a new cycle, a miracle that Noriko
had come to celebrate. She poured a little wine into
the sakazuki and pulled up the right sleeve of her shirt,
revealing the diamond dragon on her hand. Adélaïde
seemed to be sleeping under the nocturnal star. A slight
contraction of her thumb sufficed wake the Artificial
Intelligence. Immediately, the skin under the jewel
quivered, indicating that the sublime jewel was perfectly adjusted. The network of claws and subcutaneous wires communicated with the chip installed in the
gem-covered support. The machine–oddly enough,
Noriko found it difficult to use that term–adjusted to
the slightest change in conductivity, both thermal and
electrical, and interpreted the signals.
It had taken ten years for a language, something that
surpassed simple utility, to develop out of this coexistence. The complexity of the harvest, the interaction with meteorological constraints, could not all be
turned into equations. The President wanted the Artificial Intelligence to feel the wine, to measure the effect
and integrate it in her analyses. The cellar masters that
preceded her drew this knowledge from their heritage
and used it unconsciously. Noriko wanted this lineage
to continue and to be expressed other than in the form
of archives stored in databases.
The kirin’s tongue deployed and lapped at the wine
in the cup, taking in enough to fill the eye. Shortly after
that, the earring chimed and Adélaïde’s voice echoed
in Noriko’s brain.
“It’s a very tall tree, long, majestic, reigning over
the hill, like a shepherd watching new sprouts shiver
in the morning. It’s a slow wind, the spray of foam lost
on the beach sweeping over the feet of a child who runs
off. Listen to the bird soaring over the mountain flank,
wings barely flapping, and yet the air vibrates around
it, enveloping it and carrying it. Wrap yourself up, curl
up, share.”
The earring fell silent. The President picked up the
cup and raised the wine to her mouth to drink a few
sips. Gently, she stretched her arms out in front of
her, lowering her head, as if offering the sakazuki to
an invisible guest and remained in that position for 30
long seconds. Then, Noriko stood up and, with a single
hand, removed the cloth square, tipping over the cup
and spilling what remained of the wine onto the sandy
soil. The liquid turned dark before disappearing.
A Japanese person would see nothing traditional in
this ceremony, nothing comparable to rituals dedicated
to saké, but Noriko did not perform this rite to respect
the Shinto gods. She wanted to honour the land, to
thank it for everything that it had done since she had
arrived at the estate. It was normal for her to give it a
little of the spirit that was born from the grapes produced here.
“Adélaïde,” the President said out loud, “I don’t
want to leave. My place is here and I still have so
much to learn. You enabled me to overcome my handicap; what will remain of me without you? I’m self-centred, but we’ve learned to tame one another and
grow together. Each vintage is the fruit of our cooperation. I still need you.”
No response. The Artificial Intelligence had vocal
modules for communication, but they were used
most often to interpret reports, not for conversation.
Adélaïde had no language other than that of the wine.
“I’m wrong,” Noriko suddenly exclaimed. “What
we built was not reserved for me. I was just an intermediary. I gave you my emotions and entrusted them
to you so that you could grow, so that you could learn
and now... (she turned her head to the moon) and now,
show us just how generous you can be, Adélaïde.”
The President started to laugh, a deep laugh, full of
sap, sap that was rising.
 
Noriko Higuchi’s face was radiant as she stood in
front of the heavy wooden door of the underground cellar used to age barrels. She fiddled with her key chain
as she waited for Christian and Mathis Bremer to walk
down the stairs.
“It was a good, rainy spring,” she announced, cheerfully. “I’m sure you appreciated the fact that we picked
you up in an electric car. It’s not as comfortable as an
autoplane. I’m sorry about that.”
“I see your wine growers are hard at work.”
“They’re getting rid of the parasite sprouts. Suckering always encourages effervescence. That’s why we
were able to use one of the vehicles to make a detour
to pick you up.”
“Thank you. I must admit, your email last week surprised me. I wasn’t expecting an invitation like this
after our meeting last October.”
“I needed time to digest the news, Mr. Bremer.”
The financial director stepped onto the concrete floor
and, after shaking the President’s hand, started to open
his black leather briefcase.
The woman stopped him, saying, “I know that
you’ve prepared documents, but I asked our steward to
re-draft everything in keeping with my recommendations. Do you have your e-pen?”
Mathis Bremer frowned, looking concerned and
wary.
“You said nothing.”
“Rest assured, I fully intend to resign. That’s what
you wanted, isn’t it? I just want to make sure that the
estate will be protected after my departure. I prefer to
write the clauses concerning my employees and their
families. I know them all.”
“You should have sent me the document before I
came here. The Board won’t be thrilled if I sign without asking their opinion.”
“That’s why I asked if you had your e-pen. Christian
transmitted the documents as soon as you arrived. I
expect your legal advisors are consulting them at this
very moment. You know, my cellar masters are very
fastidious. They can go on for days and days. Be happy
that I spared you that! Let’s go in!”
Noriko selected a large cast iron key and inserted it
in the rustic lock on the door. The mechanism creaked.
When she pushed, it resisted then gave way softly.
“That scent...” Bremer said, stunned.
The President detected no sign of derision in the
young man’s words. She recalled the first time she had
entered the room and the fragrance that floated there.
There was nothing heavy, nothing heady about the
fumes that escaped from the barrels, as if the essence of
the wine had been sprayed in this immense cellar with
its thick, black, stone pillars. A perfume, of course, but
not one that would ever settle to be locked in a flask.
How could this sensation be shared? How could this
fragility, which was only experienced in this sumptuous room, be transmitted?
Once he grew used to this olfactory mystery, Bremer
glanced at the painting hanging at the back of the
cellar, 30 meters ahead of him. It was a portrait that
could have been described as impressionist, if it had
not gleamed under the soft light of the lamps. The
young man took a few steps and understood. Each dab
of paint was in fact a glass capsule containing wine.
The shades had been arranged to suggest black hair,
honey-coloured skin, even the whites of the eyes. The
overall image was that of a woman who still looked
young, with a discrete smile. A sort of Asian Mona
Lisa.
“You look like her.”
“My mother.”
“The famous Hanae Higuchi!”
“The original photo was taken two years before
she died. I asked Gorgeia Akos and a glazier to make
this portrait using all of the vintages they wanted. She
would have loved the idea, it was so like her.”
“2035 was a terrible year. The epidemic spared no
continent. Your mother was 45 years old, if I’m not
mistaken.”
Noriko looked at the work of art, barely listening
to the young man’s words. She walked down the few
steps that led to the barrels aligned in the cellar and
stood in the middle of them, speaking in a loud voice,
“Wines like ours age and change colour, Mr. Bremer.
Every time, I step through this door, I note a difference,
as subtle as a wrinkle on my face. I will be long gone
and my mother will continue to age. The vintages preserve her and perpetuate her memory while allowing
her to continue to change. There is no more wonderful
challenge in our trade!”
“I believe you madam.”
The President nodded and pointed with her left
hand, indicating the direction the financial director was
to take. An alcove had been built in the wall to house
a table and comfortable chairs. Several carafes waited
for them, but it was the Queen that caught Mathis’
attention.
Spotlights, carefully positioned, highlighted the
reflections of the glass body, making the amber inside
shine. The features of the face were harmonious,
unreal, with honey-coloured cheeks and mahogany
lips. The olive green eyes sparkled, easing the impression that one was looking at a robot. The Queen raised
an arm to greet Bremer and invite him to join her. A
delicate crown had been drawn on the top of her head
and the white enamel bustier she wore was the only
piece of clothing on the machine. Her movements were
supple, smooth and, except for the colour, somewhere
between gold and orange, a human being would have
been mistaken at a first glance.
“Come and taste this harvest with me,” said a
smooth voice, with just a few metallic accents.
The financial director turned to Noriko who replied
to his unasked questions, “It’s a module for our guests.
We put on a bit of theatre which they enjoy. The presence of an artificial intelligence intrigues them and they
imagine a robot, not a jewel. I don’t have the heart to
disappoint them.”
“I’m no tourist.”
“You’ll understand when you read the contract.
Don’t worry, Adélaïde is not programmed to interact verbally with us. She follows routines. Sit down.
We’ve come here to assess the wine produced this fall.”
“You want to teach me? I’m very flattered by this
honour.”
Christian helped Noriko into her chair and gave her
a signature book containing a dozen sheets of paper.
The woman caressed the soft materials, like a blind
person deciphers Braille. In a digital era, printed
documents maintained their solemn aspect and were
reserved for specific purposes, such as notarized deeds.
Illuminations decorated each page, providing the proof
of authenticity used by the electronic copies in the
event of conflicts.
“I will not take part in the decision, Mr. Bremer. I’m
here as an observer and I will respect my successor’s
choice.”
“What? You’re resigning now? Without any transition period?”
“Read the contract. It will make things clearer.”
The young man grabbed the pages from her hands.
His eyes grew as round as saucers as he read the first
paragraph. He looked at Noriko, at the robot, then back
at the contract. The more pages he turned, the more he
frowned, legs pumping nervously.
“So, this is your decision? You’re aware of the consequences, aren’t you?”
“You thought you would become the new President
of Reine d’Ambre. I understand your disappointment.”
“You’re giving the estate to Adélaïde! A machine!”
“An Artificial Intelligence. Let’s be precise. My only
concern is continuity. You’re right. I’m nothing to the
wine and I regret the pride I showed last fall.”
“The Board will never agree to this!”
“What does your pen say?”
Mathis Bremer plunged his hand into the breast
pocket of his jacket and pulled out a slim ebony cylinder, streaked with sparkling fibres. He turned the
central band, which sizzled before releasing a metallic
feather. Noriko tapped on the table.
“You see. Someone in the Marketing department
quickly understood how to take advantage of this
option. Adélaïde is a major investment for the holding.
Setting her aside for the benefit of a single individual, even a remarkable one, was out of the question. I
merely confirmed a trend.”
“Wine is a human creation!”
“Not exactly. It’s a combination of things. Reine
d’Ambre is not the result of an assembly, but of picking grapes infected with Botrytis. Adélaïde monitors
the weather, looks ahead and directs the teams of
grape-pickers before confirming the decisions made
by our cellar masters.”
“You’ve broken with the past.”
“Quite the opposite. In order to achieve the results,
the Artificial Intelligence digs through our archives and
bases her decisions on our ancestors’ experience. The
Board confirms the possibility I offer it to determine
the vintage. That’s why you sought to set me aside,
isn’t it?”
The financial director furrowed his eyebrows and
gave her a cunning smile. He appreciated the President’s intelligence.
“How did you guess?”
“Why require a transition now when there are no
concerns with respect to my wine? You weren’t afraid
about rumours on my behalf, our holding masters internet communication and controls the information about
me thoroughly. Plus, why send a financial director to
convince me if it wasn’t a matter of money and fear
that I would do the same thing as in 2056?”
“We read Adélaïde’s reports during the harvests and
the weather was every bit as bad as during that bleak
year. Too much rain, not enough sun, a poor harvest.”
“At that time, I had decided that we could not produce a vintage worthy of our name.”
“3 million lost.”
“And the following year was a success.”
“But you had not lost your sense of smell. How
could you expect us to trust you? The figures are not
obvious. A vintage is still highly possible despite the
harvest conditions. If you have doubts, with your handicap, you will play things safe and sell it all to a merchant without our name. Can you claim otherwise?”
The President glanced at Christian, who was still
standing behind her, but the steward remained impassive. When she had announced her decision, he had
not opposed it, which did not necessarily mean he
agreed with it. Noriko hoped she wasn’t betraying
him; he had served the estate so well and had provided so much support when she had had to recruit
the pickers and train them. Everything depended on
a gamble, a risk.
“So, everything is going fine. I hand the reins over
to our Adélaïde. You would have done the same thing
in my place. Nevertheless, I’m a good sport and I’ve
prepared glasses for us to taste the 2073. You’ll give
us your opinion and then listen to the AI’s. First, you
have to sign.”
The financial director hesitated, rolling his pen
between his fingers.
“You haven’t modified the machine?”
“I’m no computer expert and all of the modifications
are noted in a log that your legal advisors had to consult before unlocking your signature. Adélaïde has no
secrets to hide.”
Taking a deep breath, Mathis Bremer initialled the
pages and signed the last one, transmitting the information to all of the digital versions of the document.
Noriko used her own e-pen and concluded the agreement. At that very moment, she stopped being the
President of Reine d’Ambre. Since she was in the
underground cellar, under stone arches, no nostalgia
swept over her, just a sense of the fleeting nature of
things. You could dedicate 30 years of your life to a
passion and see it all come to an end at the bottom of a
page, without feeling sad.
“Madam Higuchi?” Bremer asked. “Are you all
right?”
“Yes. At my age, I have just realized what mono no
aware means. It was time. Taste the wine, please.”
The young man stopped talking and poured the
content of one carafe into a glass with a long, straight
neck.
“Deep amber colour, a perfume of candied
fruit, mingled with almond and marmalade, very
concentrated.”
He raised the liquid to his lips, closed his eyes, then
sighed as if relieved. He spit the wine into a bowl and
satisfaction lit up his face.
“It’s long in the mouth, with a taste of honey and a
spot of iodine. Not the most exceptional wine the firm
has produced, but completely remarkable. Your pickers and your growers performed miracles despite the
frightful weather conditions.”
“Wait for Adélaïde’s verdict.”
Christian had poured the wine into the glass himself and adjusted the robot’s gripper so that it could
raise the container to its lips. A tube poked out from
its mouth and collected a few millilitres. Ten seconds
later, the voice echoed throughout the cellar.
“It’s a narrow building, lost in the city, walls cracked
and bent. You barely see it if you walk quickly, yet it
grows red. Rustic aesthetics of this mass that presents
itself to you. You walk around it, appreciate the calmness, the roundness and at the end perceive disarray.
Why stretch so high into the sky?”
Noriko settled into her chair without glancing at the
financial director.
“So?” he asked
“You didn’t listen?”
“You developed that language with Adélaïde. I don’t
understand a word of it. I have no sublime jewel to
translate her words.”
“You didn’t listen.”
The Amber Queen turned her head to Bremer and
hurled, “There will be no 2073 vintage. It does not satisfy the criteria.”
“What criteria?” the young man said indignantly.
The Artificial Intelligence fell silent, unable to
answer a question that did not fit within the framework
of her communication routines.
“Madam Higuchi, admit it, you tampered with the
machine.”
Noriko raised her right sleeve, exposing her bare
arm.
“It’s her decision, her choice, based on centuries of
experience. It’s the expression of her freedom and neither you nor I can force her. By signing that paper, we
offered her the responsibility, as would be the case for
any human appointed to this position.”
“She doesn’t talk!”
“The wine can be experienced in silence.”
This time, the financial director did not hide his
ineffectualness. Head held in his hands, he muttered
meaningless words over and over. Overcome with pity,
Noriko bent over him and murmured, “I have an idea
that will save your balance sheets. Don’t despair.”
“You never once stopped manipulating me! I should
have refused to sign before tasting the wine, but you
staged such a scenario that I could only accept. Now
that was a plan!”
“Can you stop talking once in a while? You’re tiresome. Of course, you won’t sell bottles of the new vintage this year. And that’s regrettable. But, imagine all
the other bottles we will sell if you just listen to me.”
“OK.”
`When you drink our wine, the experience belongs
to you, it is unique to you, and yet, how sad you would
feel if you could not share it with guests at a dinner.
That’s the paradox of wine. What I propose is that
we surmount it, surpass it. Design a bottle that, once
empty, reveals a message composed of the phrases
Adélaïde utters when she samples the wine. It will not
replace the flavour, of course, but you will be able to
transmit the emotion you experienced to your guests,
whether you have a sublime jewel or not. They will
participate in the pleasure you experienced and will
understand it intimately and not only after being
trained in oenology. Your clients will compare experiences, choose the ones they prefer, talk, grow curious.
All of our vintages will be sought out and people will
create a new means for appreciating Reine d’Ambre.
No other wine will benefit from this characteristic since
it is based entirely on an Artificial Intelligence.”
The young man was shaken by this revelation and he
raised his eyebrows, as his mind immediately grappled
with all of the new possibilities.
“The spirit of the wine for all, in fact.”
Noriko laughed quietly and Bremer smiled in return.
Only the amber robot remained silent, like marble.
After the financial director left, Christian and Noriko
stayed behind in the underground cellar. The Steward
tasted the nameless wine and pouted.
“It still isn’t bad.”
“It won’t evolve. The image was clear in that
respect: an abandoned building, useless, a ruin. Of
course, it’s not terrible and that’s why Bremer made
a mistake. It’s not enough to grasp the complexity of
a wine; you also have to be able to evaluate its future,
its transformation over time. Our Artificial Intelligence
manages to do that better than an inexperienced young
man.”
“You took a big risk. Adélaïde has never given
advice; she could have adapted to the needs of a financial director and satisfied his expectations.”
“I trusted her when I lost my sense of smell. I was
not about to fail at the last minute. Besides, if we don’t
want to take risks, why would we want to produce
exceptional wines? There would be no merit in that.”
Christian agreed. The former President of the estate
suddenly felt anguish overwhelm her. She twisted her
hands, much to the steward’s concern.
“And now? Where’s my place? I no longer have a
role to play. I’m just one more memory in this long
history.
“Oh, you’ll continue to be Adélaïde’s partner since
she’ll need your emotions for years to come. She
knows the wine and you understand those who drink
it. Solitude will not please her. Don’t worry.”
“Perhaps one day she won’t want me anymore.
She’ll feel that she understands everything. Who knows
the capacities of an Artificial Intelligence?”
Silence settled over the cellar, as heavy as the perplexity that troubled the two humans. The robot opened
her mouth and a calm voice spoke once again.
“Thus perhaps at 80 my art may improve greatly; at
90 it may reach real depth, and at 100 it may become
divinely inspired. At 110 every dot and every stroke
may be as if living. I hope all good men of great age
will feel that what I have said is not absurd.”
Watching as the Steward frowned with a lack of
understanding, Noriko merely replied, “Hokusai. Post-face to the 100 views of Mount Fuji, written when the
artist was 75 years old.”
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Facets

 
“I believe that when we reveal everything like that, we no longer desire
anything.”

COCO CHANEL, 1969



 
“Being tasteful means keeping no
secrets, showing all your facets.”

LUNE GUÉNON, 2069



 
Matthew’s index finger brushed against the back
of his head, touched the square of smooth skin in the
brown hair. The operation had taken place a few days
earlier. The advertisement told the truth: into the operating room in the morning, out at night. The idea that
doctors had inserted organic microchips in his brain
occasionally made him feel a little unsettled, causing
an unconscious shiver. The sleeves on his jacket would
change colour then, taking on new patterns. The emofabric truly was a second skin. During the first few
hours, Matthew had been unable to keep himself from
constantly checking the variations in the intelligent fabric, but now he managed to ignore the ongoing changes
in his clothing.
The young man took a deep breath, then lifted his
head. The dozens of elevators created a joyous aerial
ballet under the sparkling arch. The dizzying height of
the glass colossus, with its spider-like decks, was overbearing. At some places, the lights diffracted, casting
rainbows on the marble floor. The Guénon corporate
slogan was engraved on the long counter to the left:
“Transparency and emotions: moving toward the other.”
For a second, Matthew stood stock still, a stone in
the midst of the flow of employees heading quickly
toward the elevators or the immaculate doors. Joining Guénon was an opportunity he had been unable
to refuse. For three years, he had worked as the Communications Officer at Améthyste, a traditional fashion house which had been declining for several years.
Guénon, on the other hand, had exploded over the past
five years, solely as a result of its marketing of emofabric, which had contaminated an entire segment of the
Parisian population. Hundreds of thousands of copies
sold, exports abroad, the start of a global phenomenon. Once he had placed his electronic signature on the
contract, Guénon had immediately sent him a message
offering him a choice of several appointments to make
the transition to emofabric. Joining the firm meant
absorbing its culture, adopting its model.
He collected his thoughts and tapped on the screen
rolled around his forearm. His egosphere appeared in
his field of vision, superimposed over Guénon’s lobby.
Purchasing the new Universe lenses, the latest fashion
innovation, was also part of the integration process. He
used the bracelet that functioned as a tactile interface
and the information appeared directly on his irises.
Three notifications, two calls during his absence.
He swept away the few ads displayed in the lower
right corner, then read the latest message from Guénon.
Matthew Lindley
Appointment at 4: 00 pm
Astrocyte elevator, 14th floor, Ms. Bellefort’s office
 
The young man read the few lines several times,
then placed his finger on the name. Ms. Bellefort’s profile was displayed before his eyes, the human stream
racing toward the elevators in the background.
 
Tinia Bellefort
Gender: Female
Born: Paris, France
Date of birth: January 13, 2038 (36 years old)
Position: Communications Director, Guénon
Relationship status: Married to Nam Nguyen
 
He had been unaware that he would be meeting the
Communications Director on his very first day. That
was not part of the programme. As he faced the prospect, stress washed over him, painting ochre spots
on his pale green clothing. He scrolled through more
information about this woman, looking for reassurance, trying to create the vague sensation that he was
in control of the situation. Photos streamed by: a little girl, shots of Malaysian beaches, a family reunion.
Suddenly, he felt a hand on his shoulder, and whirled
about. A young woman smiled at him compassionately, pearly white teeth contrasting sharply with her
ebony skin. Her profile immediately replaced Tinia
Bellefort’s.
 
Danisa Mugabe
Gender: Female
Born: Harare, Zimbabwe
Date of birth: January 13, 2049 (25 years old)
Position: Marketing Officer
Relationship status: Single
 
“New here, aren’t you?”
“It’s that obvious?’ he asked, taken aback.
“Ochre, the colour of anxiety. Good luck.”
She set off immediately and disappeared into one of
the lateral staircases. Matthew took a few seconds to
calm his pounding heart. The slightest emotional fluctuation was visible to others. He had to get used to it.
The young man pushed aside the fleeting apparition
that he could not help but associate with the word ‘single’ in the profile and rushed into the elevator topped
with the Astrocyte bas-relief.
The glass cage rose in the air and, as he gained altitude, Paris stretched out beneath his feet. The zinc
and slate roofs blazed under the sun, setting fire to the
diaphanous buildings that stretched up to the pale sky.
Down below, the thick crowd swarmed in the streets,
forming long, broken, multi-coloured ribbons. Since
the prohibition of vehicles in the capital, asphalt had
been replaced with cobblestone or vegetation.
The elevator stopped, then uttered a liberating ‘ting’.
Matthew found himself in a vast corridor branching
out into a series of offices. Behind the soundproofed
glass, silhouettes moved, spun and combined. An
automatic door opened on a man carrying armloads of
boards displaying a dozen charcoal clothing designs.
He was speaking out loud, not to himself, but to someone nearby.
“I have the new models. I’ll bring them to you right
away. No, they weren’t designed by Lune but, you
realize, we have to launch the new collection despite
everything.”
Matthew felt out of place in this hive of bustling
people. Stepping aside to let a procession of young
people parade past, he noticed the brain diagrams decorating the walls. He stopped in front of a black and
white cross-section with two zones shown in red. The
legend read: The amygdala stores all memories, particularly emotional trauma. It is also closely connected
to the stimuli that inspire fear. Next to it, several triangular patterns intermingled, along with different shades
of red, ranging from scarlet to ruby. The decor on this
floor clearly reflected the personality of Lune Guénon,
the first neuroscientist to become a fashion designer.
Matthew opened an old message to access the building’s plan and noted the way to the Communications
Director’s office. He stopped in front of a bay window.
Ms. Bellefort’s office was completely transparent, from
the floor to the ceiling, and contained a vast glass table
holding several screens. The woman, in her thirties,
was ensconced in a bubble chair, filled with air, and
her lips moved as she massaged her temples. Matthew
immediately sent a message indicating his presence,
then deactivated the Universe lenses from his bracelet,
so as not to be disturbed by notifications. A few seconds later, Ms. Bellefort looked up at him with hazel
eyes, then touched her bracelet before getting up from
her egg-shaped chair, which shifted up slightly. The
young man swallowed and then glanced at his suit,
still ochre and now decorated with concentric circles.
The glass door opened and Ms. Bellefort reached out
a hand, fingernails decorated with tiny precious gems.
“You must be Matthew Lindley. Excuse me for a
moment.”
She tapped on her bracelet then said out loud, “Yes,
it is imperative for the lab to keep this project completely confidential. No information must be released
by Universe. Yes, yes...”
She turned back and he had time to look at her pale
pink pant suit. Several patterns started at waist level,
changing mother of pearl oblong spheres, which created an illusion of a belt similar to a moving snake.
From reading the guide, he knew that pink indicated
excitement. But, in the space of a second, Ms. Bellefort’s soft face grew hard and the pant suit turned grey.
“What do you mean, he’s not available immediately?
Have him contact me.”
The woman shook her head, brown curls swinging,
then finally turned to Matthew.
“Please, sit down.”
He settled into the closest bubble chair and leaned
against the comfy back, suddenly feeling safe and protected by the cocoon of air. Pleasant scents wafted up
to his nostrils: mandarin, maybe a touch of lavender.
The director sat down opposite him, her fleshy lips
curving upward in a welcoming smile. Gradually, pink
replaced the grey.
“You’re very anxious, aren’t you? How long have
you had the emofabric?”
“Three days,” he replied.
“I see, it’s quite recent. I do admit that I find it hard
to remember what my life was like before this technology. But, really, you don’t have any reason to worry.”
“It’s just...”
He closed his mouth, not knowing whether or not he
should share his opinion about such a sensitive matter.
“Go on,” she encouraged him.
“It doesn’t matter to me if people know how old I
am, what work I do, or what I ate yesterday. But sitting
in front of someone who can know what I feel is, well,
it’s unsettling.’
“It is at the beginning but, trust me, it’s the key to
authentic interactions. Do you know where the word
emotion comes from?”
He shook his head, feeling shame at his ignorance
well up. He should have left Universe on so he could
do research. The concentric circles on his clothing
transformed into wavy lines and the ochre shifted to
emerald green.
“It comes from the old French word motion, which
means ‘movement’, which in turn was borrowed from
the Latin motio. Emotions are internal movements,
physiological responses to stimuli intended to drive us
away from danger or to encourage us to seek rewards.
Emotions are constantly being generated, although
we’re not aware of this. Seeing what the person you’re
speaking with feels means being able to take that into
account, adapt. Live together better.”
Matthew could not help but study the Bordeaux red
halo that appeared in the area of the director’s solar
plexus, then grew luminous. The woman lowered her
head in turn to admire the phenomena and declared,
“Emofabric is the work of Lune Guénon. That prodigious woman has brought fashion and technology
together. She permitted the fusion of the sciences,
esthetics and desire.”
As she said those words, the light grew more
intense.
“As I said in the video interview,” said Matthew,
“My knowledge of neuroscience is, unfortunately, very
limited. I hope that won’t be a stumbling block for this
position.”
Ms. Bellefort crossed her legs with cat-like grace.
“That’s not a problem as such. You’ll learn the basic
notions in order to understand the firm’s issues.”
He inhaled the scents emitted by the bubble chair
deeply, then asked, “Perhaps you could explain these
basic notions in a few words?”
“A curious individual who prefers words over search
engines,” she said, smiling. “That’s a good start.”
She pressed a protuberance on the bubble chair and
a cavity opened, holding a glass of cool water. After
drinking a mouthful, she continued, “The brain is a
territory that still contains many secrets. Yet incredible
progress was made with respect to mapping it following the Pandemic. We can now target the exact zones
and neurons that are used in its internal workings.”
“Which was brought about by the invention of Nautys,” Matthew said.
“Exactly. Up to now, the researchers kept running
into technological limitations since the sensors used to
record cerebral activity were clumsy. In order to capture the maximum amount of signals emitted by the
brain, you have to be in direct contact with the central
nervous system. Yet, that feat was impossible using
non-invasive measurement systems, such as electrodes placed on an individual’s head. In the past, most
of the sensors used were not biocompatible and that
triggered rejection. Lune Guénon developed organic
chips in 2062. These sensors for capturing brain activity are completely compatible with the central nervous
system.”
Matthew re-activated his bracelet to take a few
notes.
The director continued, “These chips, which are just
a few microns thick, are made of supple and resistant
cellophane. A true accomplishment.”
“Yes, the organichips,” Matthew said. “I’ve heard
about them. They revolutionized the scientific world.
But now, excuse my curiosity, I find it hard to understand... Why did Ms. Guénon decide to found a fashion
firm?”
Ms. Bellefort looked at him sharply.
“Her invention spread quickly through medical circles but, to be truthful, all of her research was
the result of a more secret passion. Lune has always
tried to understand how feelings work. She cherished
the dream of living in a world in which interactions
between individuals were sincere, in which each person could brandish their own inner life. At the same
time, she drew on a regular basis, with a clear preference for watercolours. One day, while painting, she
came up with the idea of using her chips in clothing on
which emotions would be displayed in real time. That
gave rise to emofabric in 2069. After an obligatory test
phase, the first model was marketed two years ago. At
the outset people were reticent about undergoing surgery to enter into symbiosis with a piece of clothing.
Then, gradually, the concept spread through all layers
of society.”
In the Parisian luxury ecosystem, emofabric rapidly
swept away traditional suits, Matthew thought, attracting a completely new clientele and driving firms such
as Améthyste under. The word traitor flitted through
his mind. When he had announced his resignation to
Armand, the latter’s reaction had been undecipherable, and a neutral expression accompanied his words,
“It’s your life, your choices”. At that moment, Matthew
would have liked a little indication as to what the man
who had trained him felt.
He chased the memory, which was threatening to
turn into shame, away and said, “Lune Guénon must
be a fascinating individual.”
“You’ll have an opportunity to meet her this
evening.”
“So soon?”
Tinia Bellefort uttered a small crystal laugh.
“You weren’t recruited by chance, Mr. Lindley. Let’s
just say that Lune Guénon is going through a difficult
phase...”
She left her sentence unfinished and shades of ochre
appeared on her shoulders. Matthew remained silent.
He was completely thrown off his stride by the turn the
conversation had taken.
“She wanted to recruit different types,” the Communications director continued. “To inject people in the
firm who do not come from the neuroscience sector.
Your experience at Améthyste caught her eye. As the
Communications Officer, your role will be to cast a
new look on our practices and help us ensure that they
are better accepted.”
Just as the anxiety was starting to disappear, Matthew saw it re-appear on his synthetic fabric. This mission seemed too broad, too important for his meager
experience.
“I assure you that everything will go well,” she said.
“Just be yourself, with your baggage, with your past.
Nothing else interests Lune Guénon.”
 
The Paris sky is never ever truly black. No, sometimes it’s red, always starless. The artificial lights
eclipse the stars suspended over our heads, erasing
what could bring us back, for a brief moment, to the
fleeting nature of our existences. By choosing to establish my office at the very top of the building, to build
this glass sphere that overlooks the company’s rooftops, I hope to be able to draw a little closer to the
heavens. Even if there are no stars, there is always the
moon, the blind eye that obsessed me to the point I
took it for my name. For a moment, I study the crescent
hanging on the monochrome backdrop, then lower my
eyes to the roofs. For this evening’s reception, the grass
covered surface has been decorated with candles. When
it came to the candles, the Internal Communications
team decided to return to older style atmospheres. An
arbour covered with bioluminescent climbing plants
hangs overhead.
Bit by bit, the employees arrive, move about among
the tables. From my bay window, I can see the colour variations of their attire. They gather around trays
covered with drinks, reach out their glasses and their
plates. The roof transforms into an ocean with variable
shades reflecting the fleeting emotions of their encounters. I turn away from the show and go back to my
desk. Several synthetic fabrics wait patiently on the circular table that stands in the middle of the room. I run
my fingers over the smooth, soft surface of the fibers
intermingled with receivers that transform the signals
received into colours and patterns.
The problem is that I would like more. I would like
relief, transformations in the very fabric itself. Several
external laboratories are currently working on the concept, but the prototypes are far from conclusive. With
a deep sigh, I walk over to the corner mirror, face my
reflection. Time continues its work, inexorably. Parentheses have formed around my lips. I correct them
quickly with a cream. Under my fingers the product
penetrates, instantaneously covering my skin, smoothing the irregularities, unifying the shade. Today, only
our digital profile shows one’s true age. The physical
modifications are not the worst since they can always
be corrected, camouflaged. The worst is the storm that
has slipped into my eyes, a tenacious storm despite the
passing days. That extinguished light, in the depths
of my pupils, is as flagrant as my dress, which has
remained obstinately black for some time now, the fabric a moonless night.
And, as I polish my mask with a final caress of my
index finger, an obvious thought crosses my mind.
I’ve lost my fire.
That’s the truth.
I’m looking for a way to improve the emofabric,
going deeper into beauty, but I don’t even know if
the result will suit me. Since the craze generated by
my invention, the company has grown from seven
employees to 99. The clothing made from intelligent
fabric takes a long time to craft. The waiting lists are
immense and the stores are permanently out of stock.
The rarer an object becomes, the more consumers rush
for it. Demand far outweighs supply, while the organichips have continued to improve over the months. The
rendering of emotions has been refined. Each piece of
clothing mirrors the wearer’s personality, becomes an
artistic construction, a demand for its own personal
mythology. This skin worn over the skin is a space
where the individual can reinvent himself, a permanently, constantly renewed beauty. A way of telling
one’s story. That’s what the people who own emofabric want. It allows them to be unique, to proclaim their
differences while receiving intimate information from
others to take into consideration.
Five years ago, my obsession had been to switch
from neuroscience to fashion. To become a real creator. That’s the title I’ve acquired, that the professionals
brandish, but I feel like an impostor. How can I be a
creator when others are now creating themselves? I’ve
given people a key, a place where they can write and
re-write themselves, which no longer needs an external
person. I transmitted the desire to others and, in doing
so, I lost that feeling myself, I dried up.
I’m still a scientist.
But not a real artist.
I live in the permanent nostalgia of a time, a precious time five years ago, when I created emofabric.
Everything fell into line very suddenly. The neurosciences and beauty, intertwined like a mandala. I
grabbed that idea, the idea of making a material capable of transcribing all of the fluctuations generated by
the various networks discovered in the structure of the
brain become a reality. I plunged into the project until
I lost myself. I was happy, profoundly happy, even
though I had become an inaccessible island for some. I
don’t know what drove me to work and keep on working without any guarantee that emofabric would ever
see the light of day, without knowing whether I would
be thanked, covered with compliments or cast aside
and insulted. If I had had this clothing at that time, I
don’t know what range of colours would have transcribed the mood in which I bathed. As I gave it life, I
was filled with a sense of euphoria. No, it was stronger
than that. Ecstasy, ékstasis, ‘transport’ in Greek. Creating emofabric had put me in a state of mind that
transported me away from my daily life. I was both a
stranger to myself and yet fully… me. Everything was
more intense, more orderly as well. Without a doubt,
this was the elsewhere that some people seek to find in
drugs, alcohol, or any other molecule that artificially
disturbs the neurotransmitters. But I... I was pleased to
have attained it solely through the internal capacity of
my brain.
When the idea of emofabric collided with my life, it
was an epiphany, an absolute moment.
And then my creation reached term, it slipped
through my fingers, and could now be found on hundreds of thousands of individuals. Since then, I’ve
been groping around in the dark, over and over, to find
that state once again, to invent something new. I’m no
longer even capable of sketching models. A cruel irony:
my own dress reminds me each day that inspiration has
fled from me.
I had a treasure and I lost it.
The message that appears in the corner of my field
of vision draws me from my introspection.
Anniversary reception: Guénon, 5 years!
On the roof.
 
I chase the message away with a flick of my finger,
then say out loud, “Lights out.”
The room is plunged into darkness. After locking
the door, I walk down the lateral stairs to the roofs.
The evening coolness bites my cheeks and hands for
a moment, then I reach the grassy area, dominated by
the arbour, arches releasing a pleasant warmth. The
climbing plants wrap around the iron arms, spreading
their sparkling leaves. My latest purchase to date: the
bioluminescent vine captures the heat released by the
structure. I barely step into the room and I feel all eyes
riveted on me. My dress is still black, of course, as if I
were screaming at the world, “Don’t come close!”
I settle on a bench, away from the crowd. A waiter
hands me a glass of champagne and I savour the sparkling bubbles absorbing the fever that flashes across
the rooftops. The orchestra ensconced on a stage plays
its first number. The flute trills, quickly joined by the
muffled sigh of a French horn and then the vibrant
sounds of the strings. I observe this multi-coloured
field, this parade of skirts, shirts, suits and hairstyles.
I designed each cut, assigned each emotion to a pattern and a colour. Yet, when the emofabric fits to skins
it becomes something else; it develops its own freedom and generates combinations I would never have
suspected.
To my left, a man and a woman are talking in hushed
tones.
“Where did that new pattern come from?” he asks.
“It wasn’t there yesterday.”
“Oh, a disagreement,” she replies. “Aden got me so
angry… The maroon has finally gone–I really didn’t
like that colour–but these curves appeared and have
stayed. I guess the moment was more important than
I thought.”
I look into my glass of champagne. Most often,
emotions are fleeting and occur in response to thoughts,
activities or the interactions of the day. They serve as
indicators, triggering a behaviour that is adapted to the
situation. On the other hand, moods are persistent and
can last for days, even months. These longer-lasting
states are engraved on the fabric as geometric shapes.
The six-pointed stars on my top remind me about when
this film of sadness first covered me. They blossomed
when I lost all desire, all inspiration.
Several notifications pollute my visual field. Messages from people at the reception, a few meters from
me, asking for permission to speak with me. I ignore
them all, except for the request from Tinia Bellefort.
“Can I introduce someone to you?”
I grant her request through my bracelet.
 
The Communications Director walks over with her
aerial gait. Well, well, she’s traded her backless dress
for a shimmering pant suit, one of the latest models,
not even my design. A young man in his 20s stands
patiently behind her, an androgynous kitten with undisciplined brown hair, light eyes above a hooked nose
that gives him character. Tinia points at the newcomer.
“Matthew Lindley, this is the renowned Lune
Guénon.”
The young man nods timidly. His pants and vest,
with braces, stubbornly remains ochre, with the exception of a few arabesques on the sleeves. I figure he’s
dying from anxiety.
“Why are you in such a state?”
Tinia looks at him, eyes brimming with excuses.
The young man remains undaunted, replying to me in
a soft, warm voice, “I’ve just joined Guénon and my
transition to emofabric is very recent.”
He contains a sense of refinement I’ve rarely
encountered in men of his age. I check his profile
immediately.
 
Matthew Lindley
Gender: Male
Born: London, Great Britain
Date of birth: January 13, 2048 (26 years old)
Position: Communications Assistant, Guénon
Relationship status: Single
 
Curious, I call up more information about his career
history. The letters appear on his real face, as he
remains mute, not daring to interrupt me.
Previous employment: Communications Officer at
Améthyste
 
The memories come back to me: I’d tagged him a
few months earlier in the list given to me by the Human
Resources Director. He comes from a traditional fashion firm, which I had researched several times.
I cut the connection and return to the pair. Tinia is
also plunged in a world that only she can see, almond
eyes moving in the void. After a few moments, she
returns to us.
“Lune, I’ll leave you with Matthew. He has a few
questions to ask you for our exclusive interview.”
She taps him compassionately on the shoulder,
provoking a sudden surge of cheery red, the shade of
desire. Tinia pivots on her heels and heads for a group
that calls out to her. I ask the young man to sit next to
me, on the wicker bench that cracks deliciously under
our weight. He clears his throat, consults his invisible
notes frantically. I wait patiently, a tad amused.
“This is my first day,” he declares, as an introduction. “Ms. Bellefort has assigned me to ask you a
few simple questions that will be broadcast by video
tomorrow.”
He turns on the micro-camera in his bracelet, then
points it in my direction. I stare at the green diode and
paste an affable expression on my face–a pointless lie.
“Ms. Guénon, the company that bears your famous
name is celebrating its fifth anniversary today. What is
your assessment of its situation?”
Needless to say, it was Tinia who prepared this
insipid interview. Given my current state of mind, she
would never dare bring the burning issues up on the
carpet.
“Five years,” I say emphatically. “It seems to me
like it was just yesterday, and yet an eternity. I’m very
proud that emofabric has been such a success.”
“What do you think of Sanri, which has just
launched a line of intelligent clothing based on your
concept?”
I was wrong. Tinia doesn’t plan to spare me
completely.
“I’m not afraid of competition,” I reply. “The
concept can be used by other firms, but the quality
of the emofabric is impossible to match. As Coco
Chanel said, I don’t believe in copies, I do believe in
imitation.”
Matthew frowns slightly.
“Looking in the rear-view mirror is never a bad
thing,” he adds. “What that woman said during her
time is still valid today. The models marketed by Sanri
only restore four emotions, whereas emofabric can now
provide 36, and that’s only the beginning. We’re still
progressing in terms of subtlety.”
The ochre of his jacket gradually switches to opalescent blue. This young man has finally managed to
overcome his apprehension and audacity makes a timid
appearance.
“In your opinion,” he continues, “How does emofabric contribute to the reconstruction of our world? How
does it help people be... better?”
A smile teases at my lips; a few white spirals wind
over my black skirt.
“The best thing would be to show you.”
I motion him to aim the camera at the pair in full
tête-à-tête a few metres away. Even if we can’t hear
what they’re saying, it’s enough to merely look at
their clothing. The woman’s fur dress is ash white
with curves around the collar. The young man’s suit is
changing to a very bright orange.
“You simply have to be attentive to your environment. What are those two people feeling?”
The young man taps on his bracelet. I place my hand
on his to stop him.
“No point checking. It would be a good idea for you
to learn all this by heart. The white is serenity, but it’s
still imprinted with grey tints, revealing a remnant of
deception. That sustained orange is contempt.”
I leave my hand on the young man’s wrist. I suddenly realize that it has been two years since I have
touched another’s skin. I break the contact quickly, out
of fear that my disarray can be read.
“Look,” I say.
The minutes pass. The couple continues their
discussion.
After a moment, Matthew says, “I don’t see
anything.”
I raise an authoritative finger.
“There! Now!”
Gradually, the orange of the suit brightens, wanders
into a pale yellow, then turns the same white as the
woman’s dress. A rapid mutation, sudden harmony
between two beings. I release a sigh of satisfaction.
“Mirror neurons at work. They’re my favourites.”
“Perhaps you could explain their exact role to us?”
he says, pointing the camera at me once again.
“They were discovered at the end of the last century.
Certain neurons fire both when we act and when we see
someone else act. We unconsciously imitate the actions
of others and we share their experiences, to a certain
extent. These neurons also work in the feeling register:
when we see someone express an emotion, the cerebral
areas associated with the experience of that emotion
are activated. Sharing is written in our cells.”
I place my chin on my palm and watched the couple
dressed in white, as they continue to discuss under the
light of the plants that entwine around the arbour. Matthew hesitates. No doubt, he no longer knows whether
he wants to continue filming or not.
“For me, that’s the major scientific revolution of
the 21st century,” she continues. “Mirror neurons
make no distinction between our behaviour and that
of others. They allow us to walk in the shoes of others
for a moment, to be them. This discovery provides an
explanation for one of the first definitions of empathy,
the fact of being able to feel what another feels. The
emofabric has made something we do unconsciously
concrete. It’s impossible to make an error in interpretation. From the moment we learn the colour and pattern
code, we know what another person is experiencing,
we receive a clear message. We can create stronger
connections with others. Accept their oscillations, their
imperfections, which become sublimated, completely.
White spirals attack my dark skirt.
“Emofabric is my utopia. A utopia that combines
understanding and beauty.”
I stop there and the camera light turns off. Matthew
remains thoughtful. His jacket, now amber, envelopes
his shoulders. The colour of optimism. To my great surprise, the spirals on my skirt take on his hue. We smile
at the same time.
“What I won’t say on this video,” I add, in a serious
tone, “Is that while my utopia is developing I, however,
am no longer able to create anything. At this moment,
I’m thinking a lot about the modesty of the 20th century. We’ve become accustomed to this total transparency, but things were not always like this. I’m trying
to find inspiration in the past. That’s why I wanted to
recruit people from other firms that are more, let’s say,
traditional. I need to move to a new position.”
Matthew nods thoughtfully. He’s no longer afraid. I
feel that my words have filled him, that I have contaminated him with my person.
“I have an idea,” he says. “I know the director at
Améthyste. Come and visit their workshop. It will be
a very exotic experience that will allow you to pursue
your reflection about the past.”
I look down at the spirals that are continuing to
make inroads on the black fabric. It has been so long
since anything like this has happened. I look into the
young assistant’s eyes. His reserve with respect to the
emofabric is refreshing. He is different from all the
firm’s employees, both audacious, yet very restrained.
He reminds me that, despite everything, my firm is
still a universe that is closed in on itself, with its own
codes, its own habits, which have become standards.
He comes from somewhere else.
“I agree.”
 
The sky was veiled in clouds; a recent downpour
had just cooled the hot summer air. Lune Guénon lifted
her nose toward the façade of ornamental flowers, a
massive building snuggled between vertiginous towers.
The windows were hidden by curtains and there was no
way of knowing what went on behind the haussmannian wall, cracks here and there streaked with grass
and primrose. Just opposite it, the lapping of the Seine
lulled the passersby who loitered on floating platforms.
Matthew transmitted a request through Universe and
the heavy wooden door opened with a click, revealing
a very familiar, pale face. As always, Armand Deferre
wore his wide pants, leaving his movements free. He
had the vigorous torso of an obstinate worker, powerful
arms ending in strangely delicate hands. The prying,
small, black eyes met those of the neuroscientist, artificially violet.
“Come in,” he said.
Inside, the gold and red carpeted staircase winds
around a marble column. In the vast hall, fabric flows
from a dozen crates. Three young women race down
the stairs, arms laden with strips of silk.
“Thank you again for agreeing to this exceptional
visit, Armand,” Matthew said. “Lune Guénon is…”
“I know who she is,” the fashion designer replied
rapidly.
His chiseled face turned toward the woman. He
looked her up and down, lingering over the form-fitting
ebony black dress dotted with white spirals.
“I’ve heard a lot about your firm,” Lune declared,
politely.
“And I yours, although I don’t support its
philosophy.”
That sentence cast a chill over the meeting. Armand
Deferre looked at Matthew with a glance as sharp as
flint, eyes searching, trying to find out if he were enjoying his position with the competition. At that moment,
the young man cursed himself for wearing emofabric,
as the green of shame washed over him like a tsunami.
“This way,” he said, pointing at the stairs.
The trio walked up a floor, to a vast space filled with
clacking wooden doors. In every nook and cranny,
hanging fabric muffled their footsteps, desks were buried under mountains of fabric, looms were operated
by skillful fingers. To the left, pieces of pinned fabric
poured from the gaping jaws of safes.
“Welcome to Améthyste,” proclaimed Armand
Deferre, “A fashion design firm in business for 63
years now.”
He guided them to a large table covered with a
rainbow of fabric. The pure snow white of a fur coat,
a dress embellished with fine feathers, even a cape
embroidered with lace. Matthew was accustomed to
such treasures. As a child, he had wandered about
this building numerous times. Yet, for the first time in
his life, the beauty of this clothing struck him. Was
that because he had already traveled so far from the
Améthyste universe?
To his right, Lune Guénon was studying this heap, a
mysterious expression tattooed on her face. The black
of her dress had yielded to a sustained purple. Matthew
did a quick search on Universe and text scrolled over
his field of vision.
 
Pink: Excitement
Black: Sadness
Blue: Audacity
Green: Shame
Purple: Pleasure
Mauve: Delight
 
He turned back to Lune Guénon, intrigued.
“I imagine we’re not allowed to touch,” she said,
cautiously.
Armand’s thick eyebrows frowned.
“Of course you can touch. What’s the point
otherwise?”
He muttered soundlessly under his breath, but Lune
seemed not to even notice. She reached toward a dress
with sequins that shone like suns, then caressed a bundle of embroideries laid out on an oak mannequin. Her
dress suddenly turned a delicate, almost shimmering
mauve.
Delight.
As if struck by lightning, the creator walked over to
a horizontal bar where the completed items hung. For
that moment she no longer seemed to see the employees hustling and bustling to the left and right, or to hear
the voices that rang out from time to time. Her entire
attention was focussed on the hanging rainbow. She
pushed aside the suits, placed the palm of her hand on a
jacket with a V-neck, collar embellished with silver fur.
She ran her fingers through the delicate hairs.
“This is incredible!”
The assistant did not have time to open his mouth.
Lune grabbed his hand, inviting him to touch this marvel in turn. He felt a ticking on his skin, the subtle softness produced by hundreds of hours of work.
“And this!”
Matthew brushed his fingertips against an ample top,
created from silk so fine it seemed to be liquid. Then he
ran his hand over several long, triangular skirts, with a
satin grain, in all hues of ecru.
Lune abandoned the hanging clothes and headed
over to a display of uncut fabrics, arranged close to
the sketches. At that moment, Matthew felt she looked
young, her cheeks rosy, her expression reflecting
the delight printed on her emofabric. She touched
everything, over and over, in this chapel built to worship savoir-faire, refinement and material. It was as if
her hands were suddenly ravenous for contact, filled
with an imperious need to feel.
He was witnessing a wild chiasmus: the woman who
wanted emotion to create the aesthetic had just experienced how the aesthetic creates emotion.
When Lune turned back to him, eyes moist, she
murmured, “I’ve been so stupid. I forgot.”
Armand Deferre walked away, to give them a little
privacy, making the most of the time to answer questions for several seamstresses.
“Touch,” Lune added. “And yet, I studied that during my programme! We have about 20 tactile receptors
that react to stimuli.”
She spread her arms wide, as if to embrace the room.
“This!” she said. “It’s as beautiful to the eye as to
the touch. This... this is art.”
Matthew did not know how to respond, dumbfounded as this woman, the founder of a fashion
empire, re-discovered something that was so familiar
to him.
There was no black left on her dress.
“Thank you,” she murmured.
When Armand Deferre suggested they continue their
visit in the archives room, she had regained some of her
composure, even though her dress had become a maelstrom of entwined colours. The tall, rather narrow room
housed a succession of vertiginous cabinets. Several
boxes lay open on a shaky table. Sewn strips of long
feathers overflowed everywhere; diamond shards ran
wild on abandoned belts.
Lune Guénon sat down on a chair and placed her
palms on her knees, like an intimidated child. Matthew
wanted to join her, but Armand Deferre placed a hand
on his shoulder.
“Let her be. Art must be experienced alone.”
An embarrassing silence enveloped them. The young
man looked for the right words, a way to bring up his
resignation again. But Armand spoke first, “You were
right to bring Lune Guénon to me.”
“Really? I was afraid you might get your boxers in a
bunch, but I figured it might be interesting...”
“Get my boxers in a bunch,” he said. “And how! Like
fabric, we get creased out of shape and then we smooth
things out, don’t we?”
Matthew rolled his eyes, amused. His uncle always
brought everything back to fabrics.
 
Finally.
It’s there, on my desk. My latest prototype: artextile.
All my attention is focussed on the large, rectangular
box of lacquered leather. The result of several months of
reflection, work, collaboration with the laboratory and
with Améthyste. An enormous sigh wells up in my chest,
a sigh filled with joy, pride and apprehension.
I open the box delicately, discover the dress lying in
the cushion inside. Unable to wait any longer, I lift it
to my face, breathe in its scent. It’s a straight, simple
cut, fitted at the waist, puffy sleeves. The emofabric
is still a neutral, metallic grey since the receivers are
not connected to any organichips. But it’s not this side
that interests me; I’m already too familiar with it. I turn
the dress inside out to reveal the traditional seam, shining with jewels sewn into the shape of Ouroboros, the
dragon eating its own tail, symbol of union and renewal.
The slightest crease gives the impression that the ring
of gems is wavering, moving over the fabric. My hand
caresses the polished stones, gentle and alive. I admire
the subtlety of the work, the perfect mesh produced by
Améthyste’s dressmakers. Then I place the creation back
in its case and run the palm of my hand over it for a long
time. The reptile’s emerald eye stares at me. I bend over
the dress again, inhale its perfume and then allow myself
to fall back into my bubble chair.
“Jasmine,” I say, to prolong the sensation.
The diffusers encrusted in the shell obey my desire. I
inhale deeply, grab the moment, and savour it.
It’s the fullness of work well done, the happiness of
renewal.
After these few instants of peace, I reactivate Universe and am bombarded with urgent messages. In the
midst of the flow, one request catches my attention.
 
Matthew Lindley
Available for the interview?
 
I smile and confirm. I owe him this.
I heard the noise of footsteps in the lateral stairs, followed by a discrete scratching.
Matthew is waiting outside the door. Even though he
has grown more confident, his timidity always prevents
him from erupting into the lives of others without first
being asked. It’s a behaviour I appreciate.
“Open.”
The glass moves to the side to let him in. Amber dominates his suit today. We have no need to say anything.
He knows what he has to do. I invite him to take a seat
on the bubble chair opposite me. He turns on his bracelet
camera before aiming it at me.
“Ms. Guénon,” he says, “Today, you are going to
give us an exclusive on the new, revolutionary product
launched by your company: artextile.”
Inhale.
Exhale.
It’s time.
“More than revolutionary,” I say. “It’s noventique, a
reconciliation of the avant-garde and the heritage. You
see, these past few months have been a time rich in
reflection. The emofabric is spreading farther and farther, modifying our habits and our connection with our
emotions. I talked about utopia in my last interview, the
utopia of transparency. At that time, I saw a clear opposition between the material and the immaterial, transparency and opacity. I’ve reconsidered. I want to propose an
alternative to emofabric.”
I open the box again and brandish the prototype dress.
“Artextile is reversible clothing. It provides for the
marriage of technology and aesthetic emotion. You can
choose the side you want to wear, for the day or for
the next ten minutes. You can choose between read or
unread, or between transparent or opaque, depending on
your desire at any particular moment. You can design
your clothing as a material that unites you or as a barrier
between you and the world.”
“To create artextile, you joined forces with the
renowned fashion firm Améthyste.”
“Exactly. Améthyste has been in business for more
than 63 years, six decades of accumulated experience, a
veritable treasure trove of savoir-faire. With artextile, I
wanted to destroy the dichotomy between the material
and the immaterial. To give people a choice between the
sensual pleasure of touching a beautiful piece of clothing, admiring the way in which it is made, the perfectness of its cut, and the pleasure provided by technology.
We can unite these paradoxes, unite the traditional and
the modern. Artextile is the proof.”
The diode blinks off and Matthew nods at me
solemnly.
“Will that work?” I asked.
“It’s perfect. I’ll edit it and send it to Universe, with
maximum visibility. Expect a tidal wave of reactions.”
I hunker down into the protective cocoon of my bubble chair then watch Matthew as he stares at moving
dots in the void while typing on his bracelet. This man
has totally upset the way I do things. A chance encounter, crossed paths, a fertile collision.
My hand reaches out to the surface of the traditional
side of the prototype dress. We read all the time. The
messages encrusted on our retinas, the expressions on
the faces of people we talk with or even the colours
generated by their clothing. But we also read with our
hands, hands that run over material, that experiment with
texture. We are all readers, people who decipher and
translate signs. For years, I read the body of my ex-husband, I read myself, I read everything that surrounds me.
In order to understand.
Emofabric lets us tell our stories; traditional clothing
lets us read a story. Both will remain art, unsettling us,
disturbing us.
I believe that’s all I was waiting for, to be surprised,
to be pushed from my lair. I re-tailored my creation to
give it more facets.
And I will continue to reach out to the other so that I
can re-read the world.
To re-read so that the fire always comes back.
SAMANTHA BAILLY
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